The LYCEUM series: 
Book One: Lyceum Quest 
Book Two: Lyceum Challenge 
Book Three: Lyceum Diplomacy 


The NEBADOR series: 
Book One: The Test 
Book Two: Journey 
Book Three: Selection 
Book Four: Flight Training 
Book Five: Back to the Stars 
Book Six: Star Station 
Book Seven: The Local Universe 
Book Eight: Witness 
Book Nine: A Cry for Help 


Book Ten: Stories from Sonmatia 


Also by J. Z. Colby: 
Ariel’s Grove 


Standing on Your Own Two Feet: 
Young Adults Surviving 2012 and Beyond 


¥, 


Lyceum Ques 


Book One of J. Z. Colby’s original Lyceum story 


by 
J. Z. Colby 


Copyright © 1995 by J. Z. Colby 


®S© au rights reserved, but freely distributable as this PDF file with 
attribution, without charge, in its entirety 


Cover art by J. Z. Colby 

LYCEUM1EA23: Adobe Portable Document Format (PDF), 
8.25” x 11” (printable on letter or A4 paper), 
489 total pages, medium print (12-point Georgia type) 


This special PDF edition has no ISBN. 


¥, 


For “Liberty” 
who loved horses almost as much as boys. 


For “Ashley” 
whose landings were as light as a feather, 
but who never found the training she wanted. 


For “Shawn” 
who was born in the wrong century, 
and whose love for Sarah was never known. 


For “Sarah” 


who took refuge in her music 
for as long as she could. 
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“The crystal grows slowly, deep inside the Earth, adding to its substance 
molecule by molecule. Our gifts and skills slowly grow inside us, experience 
by experience, decision by decision.” 


— Brother Timoteo 


* * 


Lyceum Quest 1 


Chapter 1: A Twist of Fate 


Shawn combed the youthful locks of blond hair out of his face with his 
fingers. Hoping to see something, anything, of where they were, he rubbed at 
the foggy glass by his side with a fist. At first all he saw were the constant 
drops of rain meandering down the outside of the car windows. 

After a few moments he ignored the droplets and focused on the dark 
evergreen trees that loomed suddenly as the headlights caught them, and just 
as quickly returned to the darkness, only to be reborn for an instant in the 
eerie glow of the tail lights. 

Shawn remembered something he had just learned in school: if the trees 
were a pure spectral green, and the tail lights a pure red, the trees wouldn’t 
show up at all. But he knew from experience that he was free to have such 
thoughts, only as long as he kept them inside the sanctuary of his own mind. 

At the same time another part of his attention was searching for something 
familiar, something safe, something to reassure him that they were still on 
planet Earth. Again he rubbed away the condensation and strained to see a 
house or a motel, even a sign telling him how far it was to something. 

“Now I’m sure we're lost,” came the shaky voice of his mother from the 
front passenger seat. She had been going though a similar search, straining to 
see something familiar and reassuring. Rain constantly pelted the windshield 
in front of her, to be repeatedly removed by the wipers, as the family 
journeyed on into the darkness. “We’ve been going down this road for thirty- 
five minutes now and no sign of the Interstate. The navigation screen is still 
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dead. What are we going to do, Tom?” 

“Look, it’s a good back road, and roads this well maintained go 
somewhere,” the voice of the Reverend Tommy Mitchell reassured his family 
as he smoothly guided the new model Cadillac around the curves in the road 
with his large hands resting solidly on the steering wheel. “Ever since we went 
over that pass up there, we’ve been heading in the general direction of 
Portland. Won’t be too long before we find a nice little motel or something.” 

“What about the mobile phone, Dad?” Shawn asked from the back seat. 

“T’ve tried it. The hills must still be blocking our reception.” 

“Some vacation,” muttered Shawn. 

“That’s enough, Son,” corrected his father in a firm voice. 

Shawn decided to keep his next few thoughts to himself. 

* 

Ten more minutes of driving through the darkness at twenty to thirty 
miles per hour brought what seemed like millions of additional fir trees, and 
an occasional spruce or maple, into and out of view, but no signs of 
civilization. Shawn was looking ahead now, his face wedged between the front 
bucket seats. The digital clock on the dash changed slowly from 10:50 to 
11:00. All three searchers simultaneously spotted a large cabin, but an 
examination in the high beams showed it to be completely dark and shuttered, 
with no vehicles to be seen, and a padlock on the front gate. Their briefly 
rejuvenated spirits settled back into a silent brooding. 

No more than a minute later Shawn’s mother could stand it no longer. 
“Pull over, Tom. I think we’re going the wrong way. I think we’re on that 
other road I saw on the map. Stop so I can find out.” She began frantically 
digging in the glove box. 

“We're not, but I’ll stop at the next pull-off if it will make you happy,” said 
the reverend, knowing this was one of those times to placate, instead of 
counter, his wife’s wishes. He began looking for a wide place on the side of 
the road as his wife half opened, half tore the road map. 

It wasn’t long before he thought he could see a pull-off, but it was difficult 
to tell how large it was because of the darkness, the sheeting rain, and the torn 
map rattling in his face. He guided the car slowly off the road, heard gravel 
under its tires, and brought it to a gentle stop. 
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“Look, Tom,” his wife said while jabbing at the map. “If we are on this 
road, then we’re not going toward Portland at all, but back toward that God- 
forsaken wooden bridge over that river that’s about to overflow and maybe 
has by now!” she said, venting her frustrations and breathing fast. 

“But honey, we were on this state highway here, and we turned left. So we 
can’t be on that road. We're either on this one, or maybe this one.” 

“Let’s just drive,” Shawn interjected. 

“Please be SILENT, Son,” his father commanded. 

Shawn slumped into the back seat. 

“I just hate this not knowing where we’re going, Tom,” Shawn’s mother 
said in a pleading tone. 

“Okay, Honey, here’s what we’re doing,” the reverend began in a firm 
voice. 

Shawn couldn’t tell if his father had sensed his mother’s need for someone 
else to make a final decision after she had vented her feelings, or if it was just 
how he always did things when others were afraid and indecisive. 

“We're going to continue on down this road, slow and steady, and if we 
find your bridge again, we'll know you were right, and we can take this county 
road here toward Salem,” the reverend said, pointing at the map. There was a 
finality in his statement that neither wife nor son dared contradict. “If we 
happen to come to this small town, or this one, then in either case we'll know 
where we are, and we can continue toward Portland.” He gently but firmly 
took the map from his wife, folded it as best he could, and handed it back to 
her. 

Shawn realized that handing the map back to his mother, instead of just 
putting it away himself, made her feel part of the decision. 

The Reverend Mitchell put the transmission into forward, and the car 
began to move, but suddenly there was a spinning sound and the back end of 
the Cadillac swung quickly to the right and downward. 

“Tom!” his wife screamed. 

“Whoa!” Shawn said, rolling melodramatically sideways on the back seat. 

The reverend jammed on the brakes, and after slipping a few more feet, 
the car finally came to a stop. “Everybody stay still and be calm!” he 
commanded, pulling on the emergency brake and shoving the transmission 
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into park. 

Shawn had no intention of arguing, and stayed lying on his side. 

“Honey, hand me the flashlight in the glove box, please,” the reverend 
said. As soon as she had done so, he rolled down the right rear window with 
the controls on his door. 

The teenager shrank away from the opening. “Hey, it’s cold and wet out 
there!” 

“You'll live,” his father said, shining the light out the window. “Good,” he 
said, rolling the window up. “It’s just a little low spot. We're in no danger.” 
He released the brake and moved the transmission lever again. This time the 
car didn’t slide any further, but the right rear tire could be heard spinning. 

“Shit!” exclaimed Shawn, and then instantly realized his mistake. “Oops, 
sorry Dad.” 

“You had better be, young man. I’m going outside to look at the situation. 
You two stay dry in here,” the reverend said, putting up the collar of his coat. 

“Tom, take an umbrella!” his wife said. 

“T need my hands free,” he said, opening the door with some effort due to 
the angle of the car, slipping out, and letting it close behind him. 

* 

For the next few minutes, those inside the vehicle could occasionally hear 
something brushing or scraping against the side of the car, but could not tell 
much about what the Reverend Tommy Mitchell was doing. The engine idled 
softly and the clock on the dash moved from 11:13 to 11:27. With nothing else 
to occupy his mind, Shawn thought back to his 16th birthday, remembered a 
girl named Nancy who had kissed him on the cheek at the party his father had 
arranged at their church, and wondered what his 17th birthday would bring. 

Suddenly the driver’s door opened and the reverend dropped into his seat, 
shivering, his wet hair plastered to his head. “I managed to get some sticks 
and branches around the wheels,” was all he said before putting the car in 
gear and stepping on the throttle. Again the rear wheel spun wildly and sank 
deeper into the mud. He pressed harder on the throttle, the tire whined, the 
car continued to tilt. 

Finally his wife screamed, “Stop, Tom!” 

His foot came off the throttle. 
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After a few moments of complete silence, his head lowered onto his arms 
on the steering wheel and he softly began to sob. No one else in the car made 
a sound. 

Several minutes later he had collected his emotions, and the other two 
heard him whisper, “Jesus, please give me strength.” 

His wife was deeply touched by this admission of weakness, the likes of 
which she had not seen in her husband in many years. Soon she too was 
crying as she put her arms around her husband as best she could in the 
slanted vehicle. 

“Tll go for help!” Shawn enthusiastically burst out, reaching for the door 
handle. 

“No!” his father said, turning to look at his son. Then he continued more 
softly, “That’s what I should be doing.” 

Their eyes met, perhaps for the first time in a situation that was 
demanding humility in the elder, maturity in the younger. 

“We'll both go, Dad.” 

The reverend couldn’t think of anything to say to his son. He was 
beginning to feel more pride in the young man than he had felt in a long time. 

“You two certainly aren’t leaving me here to sink slowly into the mud,” 
Shawn’s mother asserted. “We're all going.” 

“But, Honey...” the reverend started to protest. 

“I said we're all going, and we’re taking umbrellas,” she said. “Our son is 
practically a man, and I’ve got more life left in me than you give me credit for, 
Thomas Mitchell. You're just shivering because you got your head soaking 
wet. Got your umbrella, Shawn?” 

“Sure do!” 

The reverend could think of nothing further to say, and besides, he was 
now feeling proud of his faithful wife as well. He had over-reached his limits, 
she had seen his weakness, and was still beside him. With a sigh he shut off 
the engine, and the three of them were soon outside opening their umbrellas 
in a cold, dark, January rain somewhere in the Pacific Northwest. They 
trudged the few muddy yards to the firm asphalt surface of the two-lane road, 
Mrs. Mitchell carrying their small flashlight. 

“Well,” said the reverend after a moment of thought and reflection, “we 
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know what’s to the left for a long ways.” 

Shawn chuckled as his mother said, “That, Honey, is one of the greatest 
understatements you've ever made.” 

“So, are we all in agreement on the necessity of going to the right?” 

“All in agreement, Dad,” Shawn said. 

They began their trek walking single file on the left side of the road, as 
good pedestrians should. But after about a quarter of an hour, the little 
flashlight began to dim out to a weak glow. Shawn’s mother gave a moan of 
disappointment, switched it off and slipped it into her coat pocket. 

No one said anything. They already knew they could keep going, as 
enough light was coming through the dense clouds from the hidden stars and 
moon to let them vaguely see the center line and edge lines of the road. They 
were relying on, Shawn realized, the highly light-sensitive but color-blind rod 
cells in the retina of the eyes, those involved primarily in peripheral vision. 

So they continued onward, grouped loosely side by side around the center 
line of the road. 

As they walked, Shawn pondered the events back at their car, where he 
had seen his father weak and ill-prepared for the first time that he could 
remember. He was almost surprised to realize that the pride he usually felt in 
his father had not been tarnished when he had then seen his father frustrated 
and in tears. His father, Thomas Mitchell, in addition to being his father and 
a well-known television preacher, was human. That was okay. 

After about another quarter hour of walking they had found nothing, save 
for a lone speed limit sign. They stood gazing up at it for a long minute, as if 
hoping that this symbol of civilization could somehow invoke its makers. By 
that time the rain had penetrated every layer of their clothing, and all three of 
their heads were wet, as gusts of wind were repeatedly yanking their 
umbrellas almost out of their hands. They trudged on, hoping the activity of 
walking would help keep them from freezing. 

When they rounded the next curve they could barely, because of the 
sheeting rain, see the straight stretch of lighted road, the left and right turn 
lanes, and the illuminated sign. They were at first too cold and numb, too 
intent on their walking, to remember that they had been looking for 
something. The reverend seemed to come to his senses first. He stopped, 
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looked ahead at the sign, and lowered his useless umbrella to his side. 

“What is it?” he muttered, shivering from the cold. 

His wife and son peered at the sign with him. 

“Ly...ceum,” Shawn read, knowing he had heard the word somewhere, but 
unsure of its meaning. 

After a moment of silence, Shawn’s mother said, “Well, whatever it is, ’m 
sure they’ve got a phone, don’t you think, Honey?” 

“I certainly hope so,” her husband said. The others could not hear the tone 
of doubt in his voice over the constant sound of the rain on the pavement. He 
led the way, his family close behind. 

As they approached the lighted sign, Shawn found it unusual that it 
contained only the one word, and nothing like Private Drive, AAA Approved, 
MasterCard Accepted, Keep Out, RV’s Welcome, Beware of Dog, or any of the 
other annotations he was used to seeing. Just Lyceum. Strange. 

As no one could think of anything else to do or say, they all turned into the 
entrance road and kept walking. Its paved surface wound through the trees, 
and small lamps along the sides cast a comforting glow, even at that late hour 
in a miserable, drenching, freezing rain. 

* 

They had only gone about a hundred yards when they came to an 
intersection with illuminated signs pointing out destinations in three different 
directions. Shawn read them to himself. Those to the left all seemed to be 
private places, like Residence Halls, Maintenance, and things like that. To the 
right were parking lots for all kinds of places, too numerous to remember. 
But straight ahead was a Welcome Center and Passenger Loading/Unloading. 
That sounded like the way to go. 

His father had been reading the signs also. “I don’t like it. How could all 
these places be out here in the woods, on that deserted stretch of back road, 
and we can’t see hide nor hair of any of them, and nothing tells us what this 
place is all about, and there’s not a soul around anywhere? I just don’t like it. 
There’s not even a car to be seen!” 

“It is the middle of the night, Dear,” his wife reminded him in a trembling 
voice. 

“Main Parking Lot is to the right, Dad. Why don’t we look in there?” 
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Shawn suggested. 

“Let us do just that!” the reverend said in a defiant tone, as if he doubted 
they would find one, and led them off in that direction. 

They came to it quickly, strode right in, and a moment later could see the 
huge lighted lot that could probably hold a thousand or more vehicles, but 
currently only contained about twenty cars and one large tour bus, all grouped 
fairly near one corner where a covered walkway led through the trees away 
from the lot. Shawn noticed that his father seemed to relax a little. 

“This is looking more promising,” the reverend said. 

“I bet that walkway goes to the Welcome Center,” Shawn said, hoping his 
father would take the hint. 

Mrs. Mitchell shivered violently. “Please, Tom, let’s find some place 
warm.” 

They hurried to the covered path, and just getting under a roof was a great 
relief to all of them. Shawn was the only one whose fingers weren’t too cold to 
collapse the umbrellas. 

“The so-called Welcome Center is probably open nine a.m. to five p.m., 
May through September,” the reverend warned, based on his experience with 
off-season, out-of-the-way tourist attractions. 

“We've got to give it a try, Dad,” Shawn said as they headed along the 
lighted path away from the parking lot. “Mom’s really cold.” 

“Or maybe we can find someone at those Residence Halls,” his father said 
as a contingency plan. 

A minute later they were standing beside a loop of road and looking at a 
modern, almost futuristic building that identified itself as the Lyceum 
Welcome Center. It had one long roof, but two separate buildings underneath 
with a walk-through arcade between them. The section on the right was 
almost completely walled with glass, and inside could be seen comfortable 
benches and chairs, potted plants, displays and information racks. 

“Probably locked tight as a drum,” the reverend predicted. 

“Then why are all the lights on?” challenged his son. “I'll try the door.” 
And hardly before he had finished speaking, it opened to his pull. “It’s warm 
inside! Come on!” 

The reverend urged his shivering wife in, but looked around warily, as if 
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expecting some new problem to descend upon them. “Now maybe we can 
figure this place out,” he said, as he let the door close behind them. 
* 

Inside they quickly peeled their outer clothing with shaking hands and 
hung the dripping wet garments on a coat rack. The reverend found a table 
with an urn of hot water, an assortment of hot drink packets, and a basket of 
cookies and crackers. He made his wife a cup of hot cider and tore open 
several packages of cookies for her, and then he and Shawn began to scan the 
display boards, maps, and racks of brochures, hot drinks in hand. 

“It’s a religious place, Dad!” Shawn said excitedly. 

“It also has something to do with the United Nations, and you know what 
we believe about that evil institution. I don’t like this one bit.” 

“Here’s a phone that connects directly to the Main Office, which is open all 
night.” 

“Yes, I saw it, and I don’t want you to use it without my permission. We 
don’t yet know what this place costs.” 

Shawn continued his reading, but began to keep his findings to himself. 
He knew they could afford whatever the place might cost, and that his father 
was obviously engaged in some matter of pride, to which Shawn didn’t relate, 
especially under the circumstances. He finished one cup of hot chocolate and 
started on another. His mother kept drinking hot beverages and eating 
cookies, but most of her clothes were still wet and she could not stop 
shivering. 

“Tom, we can’t stay here all night, can we?” she pleaded. 

“If you don’t want to use the phone, Dad, there’s a covered walkway that 
goes all the way to the Main Lobby,” Shawn explained, looking at a large map 
on a display board. “You can see it from here, across that big open plaza out 
there,” he said, pointing through the glass walls. 

“Yes. We need to get your mother warm,” the reverend agreed, not sure 
what else to do. 

“Hey Dad, do you have any change?” Shawn asked. “There’s a donation 
can on the snack table.” 

The reverend dug in his pockets and a worried look crossed his face. He 
went to the coat rack and dug in his coat pockets. Nothing. “Looks like I 
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dropped my wallet somewhere, probably back at the car.” 

“Oh, no, Tom, all those credit cards,” his wife worried. 

“Tl take care of it, Honey. Here’s about a dollar for the donation can, Son. 
It’s all I’ve got right now.” 

“We must have eaten five or ten bucks worth of stuff, Dad!” 

“I know, I know, lay off, will you!” he burst out at Shawn. 

“Please, Tom. We need a room or something. It wouldn’t hurt to ask these 
people, would it?” 

“Okay, Honey. We'll ask.” 

Soon they had their wet coats back on, and were heading out the double 
doors that led to the Main Plaza, of which they could see little due to the 
obscuring sheets of wind-driven rain. They kept to the covered walk that 
skirted one side of the Plaza. 

Again the reverend took the lead and set a brisk pace, hoping to keep his 
family warm in the process, and assertively deal with any over-charging night 
clerk they might find in the office. 

Several times they passed walkways crossing theirs, coming from the plaza 
on their left and going to destinations that were completely dark somewhere 
on their right. His father seemed to take no notice of them, but Shawn 
pondered with interest the signs to the Asian Garden, the Amphitheater, and 
many others. 

The path took them near two large, circular buildings with glass walls. It 
was dark inside both of them, and there seemed to be no way to get in, so they 
continued moving at a fast pace. 

Finally the walkway approached the well-lighted front of an even larger 
building, took them up a ramp, and left them under an entry awning with four 
sets of double glass doors before them. Lights were on inside, and Shawn was 
sure he could faintly hear passages of classical music coming from within that 
were vaguely familiar. 

They moved closer and stood there, gazing through the glass doors into the 
warmly-lit interior of the huge building. They could make out potted plants 
and seats, and occasionally coming into view, a small figure, seemingly 
dancing to the faintly-heard music. The reverend reached for a door handle, 
gently pulled, and to his surprise it opened. They all quickly stepped in and 
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stood on one of the large mats just inside the door. 

Shawn looked around the room. It must have been more than a hundred 
feet across on the inside, and all around the perimeter were large archways, 
out of which came hardwood floors that converged at the center where there 
was some kind of sculpture and fountain. Between the wooden floors were 
spacious triangles of carpeting with arrangements of couches, chairs, coffee 
tables, planters, and fireplaces. One of the fireplaces contained a crackling 
blaze. 

Shawn immediately recognized the music by Felix Mendelssohn written 
for Shakespeare’s play A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and his gaze was 
captured by the small, slender girl, dressed in tights, small wings, sequins, 
and other accessories becoming of a delicate fairy, dancing to the music in an 
advanced ballet style on those parts of the floor that were polished hardwood. 
The fairy seemed to notice them and danced closer as the music progressed, 
until finally, as the piece ended, she stood directly in front of them and 
curtsied deeply. 

She rose, looked at all three of them in a confident but innocent way, and 
spoke in a very youthful voice. “You guys look drenched and frozen. Please 
come in! There’s a fire burning over here. Will you stay, as my guests?” 

“We have a little problem with credit right now, and would like to speak to 
someone in charge,” the reverend began. 

Shawn noticed that the girl, who must have been about seven or eight, had 
a large area of scar tissue on the right side of her face and neck. He wondered 
what had happened to her. 

When his father had finished talking, the girl responded with more 
confidence than Shawn had seen most adults maintain in the presence of the 
Reverend Tommy Mitchell. “Actually, Brother Fred is in charge of Security 
right now, but I think he was about to go out on rounds... no, here he comes 
now!” 

A large black man, completely covered in a bright yellow storm coat and 
carrying a long flashlight, was entering the huge room through one of the 
archways. He approached the group and said, “Hello, folks. Is Sister Sarah 
taking care of your needs?” 

The reverend repeated his statements about credit problems and inquired 


Lyceum Quest 12 


about the possibility of a tow truck. 

“They're my guests!” the girl informed the security man with pride. 

“Well, you’re in luck. Sister Sarah can handle all those arrangements for 
you, and since this monkey suit I’m in is rapidly roasting me, I'll head out on 
my rounds. You feel comfortable with all that, Sarah?” 

“Yep!” 

The man grinned, and then headed out into the driving rain, leaving the 
reverend looking somewhat confused. 

A smile crept onto Shawn’s face as he watched the little girl — Sister Sarah 
— skip over to a couch near the crackling fire, and pull a communications 
pager out of a gym bag. She pressed some keys on it, and while waiting for a 
response, waved for them to follow her. 

With Shawn in the lead they all crossed the large room. Just as they 
gathered around the welcome fire, a groggy voice came through the little 
pager. 

“Good morning, or whatever it is. This is Sister Jean.” 

“Hi, Jean! This is Sarah.” 

“Night Owl! What’s up?” 

“T have guests who are wet, cold, and tired. Do you have a room for three 
with a hot tub or something?” 

“I sure do! Bring them to... let me see... Cinnabar, and I’ll have the water 
running when you arrive.” 

“T think they'll need some dry clothes.” 

“As soon as they’re in, you can get some bath robes from Stores, and then 
run their wet stuff over to Laundry. And they might be hungry, so you should 
pick them up some snack trays too. Can you handle all that?” 

“T think so,” she said. 

“Tl go warm up Cinnabar.” 

“Thanks, Sister Jean!” 

“No problem, Honey.” 

Sister Sarah slipped the pager into her gym bag as she shouldered it, and 
said, “Is it okay if we do the tow truck in the morning? Maybe the rain will 
stop by then.” 

The reverend looked like he wanted to say something, but was at a loss for 
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words. 

“Go ahead, tell her, Dad. We're her guests, and she'll understand,” Shawn 
said. 

Reverend Mitchell took a deep breath. “You see, I was hoping to get out 
there sooner, because I dropped my wallet somewhere while I was trying to 
get us out of the mud.” 

The little girl looked at him and said, “I think I understand. You're 
worried about someone stealing your wallet?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Tl call someone who can help.” She guided them out of the Main Lobby 
through one of the archways. As they all walked along the completely 
enclosed and softly lighted corridor, she again spoke to someone through her 
pager, describing the car stuck in the mud and the lost wallet. 

“Tt sounds like we can just winch the car out, and then he can drive it 
here?” the male voice queried. 

The reverend replied. “Yes, I think so.” 

They entered another lobby, smaller than the first. A registration desk was 
unattended at that hour, but a phone sat there invitingly. They had little time 
to look around, as Sarah guided them through and immediately down one of 
several dimly lit hallways. Shawn saw that each door they passed had a name 
instead of a number: Carillon, Chameleon, and finally, with light and the 
sound of running water coming through the open door, Cinnabar. 

They entered to see a middle-aged woman turning back the bed covers. 
Beyond her, at the far end of the room on a wooden deck, a hot tub was filling 
with steaming water. The entire room was decorated in subtle shades of red 
and maroon, and it occurred to Shawn that one of them matched the color of 
the mineral cinnabar, but he couldn’t remember its chemical formula. 

“Welcome to Lyceum,” Sister Jean greeted them. “There is a shower in the 
bathroom, plenty of towels and such. Ice is here, and Sarah will bring you 
some goodies in just a few minutes. If you will put your wet stuff in this 
laundry basket, Sarah will get it washed and dried before you know it.” 

At that moment a young man wearing work clothes knocked on the open 
door. 

“Thanks, Brother Tim,” Sarah said, taking the armload of bath robes from 
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him and setting them on one of the beds. 

“T imagine you want to come along since we’re looking for your wallet?” 
Brother Tim began. 

“Yes, I’d prefer that,” the reverend said. 

“As soon as youre in a dry robe, we’ve got some warm coats and rain gear 
you can put over it.” 

“Okay,” Sister Jean took charge, “let’s step out and let these good people 
get warm and dry.” She ushered Sarah and Tim out of the room and pulled 
the door closed. 

Out in the hall, Brother Tim said, “I'll wait here. He looked anxious to go.” 

“Tl go raid the kitchen,” Sarah said. 

“There are always trays made up just for this purpose in the blue 
refrigerator. Just add a pot of hot water. I have an early shift, so ’m going 
back to bed. Good work, Sarah!” Sister Jean said, giving her young friend a 
hug. 

“Thanks, Jean. Thanks, Tim. The only part that was a little scary was 
when he wanted the tow truck right away.” 

The two females headed off in different directions, leaving Brother Tim to 
await the man who had lost his wallet. 

* 

About an hour and a half later, at a little after three in the morning, the 
Reverend Tommy Mitchell yawned as he opened the door to the Lodge room 
named Cinnabar, and entered the almost dark room to see his wife sleeping 
soundly in bed, a room service cart filled with a variety of snacks and 
beverages, and his sixteen-year-old son relaxing in the hot tub and reading 
something by the light of a nearby lamp. 

Shawn heard the door open and turned. “Hi, Dad. Mom soaked until she 
was warm, then crawled in bed and was instantly asleep. I'll get out if you’d 
like the tub now.” 

“No, that’s okay.” 

Shawn settled back into the steaming water. 

His father shed his bath robe, and felt a little uncomfortable, realizing that 
he had never been in a hot tub with his son before, or in any other similar 
situation, for many years, possibly since his son was a baby. But he saw that 
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the tub could easily hold four people, so he slowly lowered himself into the 
delicious water, feeling the last remnants of cold and tension melt away. 

“Find something interesting to read?” the father asked to make 
conversation. 

“Visitor’s Guidebook to this place. Maps and stuff. The fairy — I mean 
Sister Sarah — took our clothes, and said she’d have them back by morning.” 

“That tow truck driver led me to another building and into a big 
automotive shop. Put me into a coat they must have imported from Siberia. 
We drove out there, and he had some million-candle-power floodlights. I 
found my wallet right away, about where I thought it would be. He kept the 
tow truck on the pavement and winched me right out. Hardly got his feet wet. 
The car was covered with mud, but when we got back here, he directed me 
into their car wash, and before I knew what was happening, he had the mud 
all sprayed off. They do know how to pad the bill. I asked him what I owed 
him, but he said it was all taken care of since we were Sister Sarah’s guests. 
That’s the part I don’t understand.” 

“T think that when youre a guest here, it means like at someone’s house, 
not like a guest at a motel.” 

Shawn noticed that his father was frowning, and decided it was a good 
time to make his exit. “Well, I think I’ll get in bed before the sun rises. Good 
night, Dad.” He hopped out of the tub with more of a splash than he had 
intended, crept into the bathroom to towel himself dry, and was soon asleep 
in one of the double beds. 

His father sat in the hot water for another half hour, many thoughts 
passing through his mind, until he could no longer keep his eyes open. 

* 

When Shawn groped his way to consciousness the next morning, the sun 
was out in a clear sky, the curtains were open, and far too much light, for his 
drowsy state, was streaming through the sliding glass doors beyond the hot 
tub. His parents were sitting at the room service cart sipping cups of 
steaming beverages and eating pastries. He immediately noticed that the 
guidebook he had been reading had disappeared from the table where he had 
left it. Somehow he had expected that, and was sure it wouldn’t be anywhere 
else in the room either. A slight frown crossed his face, but he dared not say 
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anything. 

“You awake son? Hot chocolate?” offered his father. 

“What time is it?” was his response, wanting to keep his observation 
unsuspected. 

“Ten thirty. I want us ready to check out soon.” 

“T thought we were on vacation,” Shawn prodded. 

“This wasn’t part of our itinerary.” 

Shawn lay there a moment longer, trying to understand his father’s 
discomfort in the face of hospitality that rivaled any Hilton they had ever 
patronized. He couldn’t come to any conclusions, not yet. “Yeah, hot 
chocolate sounds great. Are there any Danish or anything?” 

“Freshly baked bear claws!” his mother said, seemingly in a better mood 
than his father. 

Shawn found his clothes washed, dried, folded, and tied in a neat bundle 
with a name and room tag attached. He smiled to himself, and after dressing 
ate his breakfast as leisurely as he could, but his father repeated his insistence 
that they get ready to leave. 

As they had brought nothing but umbrellas with them when they first 
arrived, and the reverend had brought in little from the car later on, they were 
soon ready. 

* 

Out in the hallway, they discovered a surprising level of activity. People 
were going into and out of rooms at several points, maid carts stood beside 
open doors, pairs and trios stood talking. 

As they made their way to the lobby of the Lodge, where even more people 
were gathered, a pleasant voice came over an unseen public address system. 
“The opening session of the twenty-third annual Scientific Symposium on 
Cosmic Origins begins at one o’clock in Conference Center Two. Attendees 
must be registered before the beginning of the opening session. Registration 
packets can be obtained at the Conference Center Office.” Shawn noticed a 
couple of people nearby who broke off conversations to go get their 
registration packets. His father only frowned. 

As they continued on, silently walking through the glass enclosed passage 
that connected the buildings, Shawn saw that beyond the glass on both their 
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left and right were classical gardens that obviously received constant care. In 
one of them an elderly man with a small bucket and a pair of clippers was 
trimming at things that were out of place and picking up a few leaves that had 
blown in. Then Shawn’s attention was diverted as several ladies from India 
wearing brightly colored silk saris passed by speaking, he presumed, Hindi. 
His father only looked uncomfortable. Before they had reached the Main 
Lobby, Shawn counted three other foreign languages that had either passed 
them, or were just behind going in the same direction. 

Shawn had trouble estimating the number of people in the Main Lobby, as 
they were constantly entering and leaving through the seven large archways 
and the doors to the Plaza, but he was sure it was at least three hundred, and 
the room seemed to be absorbing them perfectly well. Groups of all shapes 
and sizes were in conversation all over the huge room, both sitting and 
standing. A sign over one of the archways caught his attention. “Dad, I want 
to check out the Art Gallery!” 

“We don’t have time for that,” was all his father said, a scowl on his face. 

The announcer spoke again with her unseen voice. “The Islamic 
Association of Portland is presenting an introduction to Islam and a guided 
Islamic worship service in the Ecumenical Temple at noon. This event is open 
to the public.” 

“All manner of anti-Christ garbage,” the reverend muttered to himself 
bitterly. 

Just at that moment Shawn spotted Sister Sarah, now dressed in a very 
nice blouse and skirt, and standing with a couple of other young people near a 
large information counter. Her long hair was arranged straight down on both 
sides of her face, and it almost completely hid the scarred area. A moment 
later she spotted them, said something to the other youth, and walked quickly 
toward her guests. Shawn read her badge as she approached: Lyceum 
Information and Assistance — Sister Sarah. 

“Good morning everyone! I reserved a table for you for lunch.” 

“We have to be going,” the reverend said, and his son could hear a caustic 
tone in his father’s voice. 

“Oh, that’s so sweet of you, and it’s almost lunch time now, Tom,” Mrs. 
Mitchell said with completely innocent intentions. “I’m surprised to see you 


Lyceum Quest 18 


still up after doing all those things for us last night. Don’t you ever sleep?” 

“Well, last night was pretty exciting, and I had a little rest at about five, but 
I almost never fall asleep.” 

In a cold, judgmental voice, the reverend looked down at Sarah and said, 
“The Devil’s minions never sleep!” 

Both his wife and his son were so shocked by his statement that they stood 
in silence with their mouths open. Shawn knew from his father’s tone of voice 
that he was quoting something, but Shawn couldn’t even begin to think of 
what it was. Sister Sarah also stood in silence, but Shawn could see tears 
gathering in her eyes. She looked for a moment at Mrs. Mitchell, then at 
Shawn, then off toward some wall, not knowing what else to do. 

The Reverend Tommy Mitchell was the one to act. Guiding them with his 
large hands, he said to his family, “Come on, Honey, Son. We’re going over to 
the office, and if they won’t charge us, I’ll leave a donation for what the room 
and tow truck would have cost. I won’t let it be said that I accepted anything 
from this evil place!” 

As his father herded them away from Sister Sarah, Shawn kept looking 
back at her, standing there alone with tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” he tried 
to say, but his throat was so choked with feelings that little sound came out. 

Shawn stood by his mother as his father waited for his turn at the counter. 
Part of him wanted to scream at his father, part of him wanted to comfort 
little Sarah, and part of him just wanted to run away. He saw a lady, also 
wearing a name badge, stop to talk to Sister Sarah, who immediately buried 
her tears in the other’s embrace. He heard his father’s voice talking roughly to 
one of the people behind the counter, rejecting the person’s every attempt to 
offer him something to make amends. 

Shawn’s gaze fell upon a booklet lying unattended on a nearby table. He 
could tell from the cover that it had something to do with Lyceum. He 
glanced at his parents, and saw that their attention was focused away from 
him, as his father was coldly thrusting fifty dollar bills at the person behind 
the counter. He quickly stepped to the table, slipped the booklet into his coat 
pocket, and stepped back to where he had been standing. 

* 


The Cadillac moved down the two lane road away from Lyceum. It passed 
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many other cars and several buses going in the opposite direction. Shawn 
Mitchell sat in the back seat, hunched up with his arms around his knees, as 
far away from the driver’s side of the car as he could get, trying to understand 
what had just happened. There was much, very much he didn’t understand, 
but there was one thing he knew for sure. He’d be back. Someday, he’d be 
back. 

After awhile he reached for a magazine that was beside him on the seat 
and opened it. 

“What are you doing, Son?” the reverend demanded. 

“Reading a magazine. Do you mind?” he said, not even trying to hide the 
bitterness he felt. 

“What kind of magazine is it, Honey?” 

His wife glanced back at her son. “One of your church magazines, Dear.” 

Shawn easily found the page he wanted. Tucked inside the magazine was 


the little booklet he had picked up entitled Introduction To Lyceum. 
* Oe OK 
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Chapter 2: A Dream Come True 


Empty fields, still partly covered by snow, slipped by the windows of the 
family’s faithful old sedan. Ashley watched, preoccupied, as the farms along 
Interstate 90 slowly gave way to suburbs and industries. She realized that a 
big step in her most important dream was soon to be realized... 

About when Ashley had turned eight years old, she had begun to imagine 
herself traveling to distant places and speaking strange languages. At that 
point in time, her world had consisted of Rapid City, South Dakota, a few 
nearby towns, and Mount Rushmore National Park. 

By age nine she had been as far north as Zeona, South Dakota, almost to 
the Wyoming border, down to Wind Cave National Park... and then she had 
lost her parents, and had needed to spend several months in a foster home in 
Pierre, the state capital, which was half-way across the state. 

But by age ten she had been adopted by the kind people she now called 
Mom and Dad, and had gone with them to Devil’s Tower in Wyoming. Also by 
that time she could proudly speak about fifty words of Spanish. 

Now Ashley was eleven, and Rapid City was still the center of her life. But 
at last the one thing she was really good at, the one thing she had given her 
time and energy to, almost to the exclusion of all else, was giving her another 
piece of her dream. And it could, she knew, make even more dreams come 
true if what her coach told her was true. 

As they passed the sign that announced their official entrance into the city 
limits of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Ashley’s eyes were big and round as she 
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took in the scene before her. She had never seen such a huge city before, with 
such tall buildings, countless streets, so many different kinds of motels and 
restaurants, and two interstate highways running through it. And she had 
never been to a university before, and yet she and her mother were at that 
moment following signs toward the University of South Dakota itself. 

The fact that her sport belonged to the young still didn’t quite make sense 
to Ashley, even though she knew it was true from watching television and 
reading books. She knew that she was just now entering the prime time for a 
gymnast, from age ten to twenty. And yet she wrestled with the fact that 
universities were for grown-ups. But there she was, just blocks from the only 
one in South Dakota, where she and others of about her age would be 
competing to see who was the best gymnast in the state. And it wasn’t any 
kind of children’s competition — there was no higher level gymnastics meet 
anywhere in South Dakota. She and about twenty-five other girls from 
around the state were it. 

Her coach had told her that her light and fluid movements were her ticket 
to the top in gymnastics. She could do a complex floor exercise while hardly 
making a sound because her landings were so smooth and easy, and people 
were constantly saying that they weren’t absolutely sure she ever touched the 
floor. She had done it that way ever since she started four years before at the 
only gym in Rapid City. She hoped her coach was right, because she knew 
that the top three gymnasts from her state would be able to compete in the 
National Championships the following year, which would be in Miami, 
Florida. A trip to Florida would be the most wonderful addition to Ashley’s 
dreams that she could imagine. 

At that moment they were entering the University of South Dakota, and 
her mother was following signs to the correct parking lot for the South Dakota 
State Women’s Gymnastics Championships. She glanced at the lady who had 
given her a home, a name, and most importantly for her dreams, had let her 
continue her gymnastics training. “I love you, Mom,” she said without 
warning. 

The late middle-aged woman, who had no other children, glanced at 
Ashley and could see the moisture in the young girl’s eyes. She corrected her 
thought — in the grown-up girl’s eyes. For even though her adopted daughter 
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had only recently passed four feet in height, she had truly become a young 
woman just a few months before. And that same young woman was about to 
step onto a university campus. There she would compete for the highest 
honor South Dakota could offer to a group of athletes who had dedicated 
themselves to their sport at an age when most children were still spending all 
their free time with dolls and stuffed animals. 

She knew Ashley’s gymnastics training had begun at two hours each week. 
By the time of the adoption, it was up to ten hours a week. She smiled, 
remembering how the nine-and-a-half-year-old had made it very clear, when 
she and her husband had first met the girl at the state social services office, 
that she was a gymnast, and if they adopted her, they also adopted 
gymnastics. And she knew how Ashley’s training and practice had recently 
increased to thirty or more hours every week as she prepared for this 
championship meet. She knew with all her heart how much this meant to 
Ashley. 

“T love you too, Ashes,” she said, and the young athlete beside her grinned 
at her mother’s use of her nickname. “I am proud of you today for all the 
work you’ve put into this. And remember that I'll stay proud of you, no 
matter what happens in that gym.” 

“I’m going to win,” Ashley said with total confidence, and grinned again. 

Her mother parked the car and Ashley got her large gym bag, stuffed with 
everything she could imagine needing, out of the back seat. They could see 
their breath in the crisp early spring air as they headed for the huge gym, 
Ashley swinging her bag around in complete circles first with one arm, then 
with the other. At the door, a man stopped them. 

“Sorry, gymnasts only.” 

“Tama gymnast. Ashley Riddle from Rapid City.” 

The man checked his list. “Right. Your mom will have to use the 
spectator’s entrance after one o'clock.” 

“You go ahead in, Sweetheart. I want to get some lunch first anyway — I 
can’t survive on carrot sticks and yogurt like you can!” 

They embraced. “Thanks, Mom. For so many things!” 

“Go join your team! I'll see you in about an hour.” 

Ashley stepped into the huge gym, which was decorated with banners and 
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balloons everywhere, and then she stopped and breathed deeply. Another 
piece of her dream had just come true. Even though she and her mother 
wouldn’t be eating in a restaurant and staying in a motel until that night, and 
exploring the city until the next day, she was there, in Sioux Falls, South 
Dakota’s largest city, and that was what mattered. 

Ashley looked around. A few gymnasts, most of whom she had never met 
before, were practicing. Spotting her coach, she dashed in that direction. 

“Ashley!” greeted the dark-haired man in his early thirties as they slapped 
each other’s hands. “This is your day! Are you jazzed?” 

“Totally!” 

“Our table and exercise mat are over there where Tina is setting out 
lunch.” He waved and called to the attractive lady of about twenty-five. 
“Honey! Ashley’s here! Please feed the team!” 

“There’s Sue and Gina!” Ashley said. 

“Yeah. Go eat, and then we'll walk around the gym, talk about some 
things, and warm-up.” 

As she walked across the massive building, Ashley turned around and 
around, taking in the huge bleachers that looked like they could hold 
thousands of people, and the four pieces of gymnastics apparatus arranged on 
the floor with perfectly fitting mats around them, all of which looked brand 
new compared to their equipment back in Rapid City. Finally she spotted the 
judge’s table, placed where it had a perfect view no matter which apparatus a 
gymnast was on. Only one man was sitting there now, turning pages in a big 
notebook. 

The coach’s wife, once a gymnast herself, was setting out chicken and 
vegetable salads for all three girls from the Rapid City Ravens. 

“Ashes, isn’t this fantastic?” a girl about a year older than Ashley said in 
welcome. “Our only competition is the Sioux Falls team, and if they keep 
warming-up, they'll be tired before the meet starts!” 

All three girls giggled. 

“T’ve heard Aberdeen sends a couple that'll be hard to beat!” the coach’s 
wife said. 

“Noooo problem,” thirteen-year-old Gina said. “We’re the best!” 

They quickly finished their light meal and headed for the locker room to 


Lyceum Quest 24 


dress. Ashley took pains making sure all her personal equipment was in 
perfect condition, and silently said a prayer of thanks that she wasn’t on her 
period right then. The coach’s wife came in and checked everything again — 
leotards, sockies, hair bands, palm guards — and taped all three girls in the 
places she knew they needed it. Ashley was proud that she needed the least 
amount of tape, just a little on her wrists. Her coach had assured her that her 
light landings were her best defense against injuries. She beamed with pride 
and pulled on her sweats. 

As soon as they emerged from the locker room, the coach took them on a 
detailed tour of the immense gym, pointing out places where lights could get 
in their eyes, where the angles of walls or beams could look confusing from 
one or another of the apparatus, and how all of it looked from the judge’s 
table. 

“When your name is called as being next for an event, you need to quickly 
go to the yellow rug for that apparatus. Look at the floor, breathe, relax, and 
listen. The next time you hear your name, you move to the green rug. From 
there you must watch the judges, and no one else, not your team mates, not 
me, no one. Keep your muscles loose, but don’t act like a monkey. When the 
judges point to you, look at your apparatus, focus your mind on your routine, 
and start within a few seconds.” 

When the coach had finally finished going over all the rules, they began 
stretching and gently warming-up. The coach was careful not to get them 
tired before the competition. When they headed for the equipment for the 
final part of their preparations, Ashley noticed that the spectators were 
starting to fill the bleachers. She knew her mother would be amongst them. 

Ashley went through a very light floor exercise, and then lined up behind 
two other girls to use the uneven parallel bars. She could tell by their leotards 
they were both from the Sioux Falls team, and one of them, tall and about 
twelve, obviously thought she was the hottest thing to walk the planet Earth. 
She kept glancing back at Ashley. Those glances were beginning to make 
Ashley uncomfortable, but her coach had drilled into all of them the need to 
be completely respectful of their fellow competitors, so she didn’t say 
anything. The next girl took to the bars, and a moment later, the twelve-year- 
old turned around and looked right at Ashley. 
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“Aren’t you in the wrong competition? Minimum age is ten, you know,” 
she said in a voice clearly meant to provoke the shorter girl. 

Ashley thought about telling the other how old she really was. And she 
thought about punching the other’s teeth out. But she decided to do neither. 
She just grinned at her, and reminded herself that it didn’t matter what the 
other girl thought. 

At that moment the bars became free and the taller girl started her warm- 
up. Ashley watched her, and decided that she was serious competition, 
though she already showed signs of tiring. 

While practicing on each apparatus, Ashley paid close attention, as her 
coach had said, to the fact that the piece of equipment she was on might be 
technically the same as back in Rapid City, but could have a slightly different 
feel. She knew already that the exercise floor was a bit more slippery than she 
was used to, and so planned to chalk her feet well. She soon learned that the 
bars were a little springier, and so she had to watch herself at one point in her 
routine or she would over-swing and not be able to reverse her direction. She 
already knew that on the balance beam she had become used to orienting 
herself by a certain vertical line on the wall of their gym. That vertical line 
wasn’t here. And she later found the landing pad behind the vault far too 
deep for her liking, and thought about how to compensate in order to avoid a 
poor landing. 

As she and the other girls finished their warming-up, some exciting and 
very rhythmic music began, and an announcer welcomed everyone to the 
University and to the State Championships. Ashley stood at their table, 
sipped a tiny cup of juice, and felt the nervous excitement inside her body. 
Each team went out to introduce themselves, and she and her team mates did 
the cartwheel-handspring-somersault routine they had chosen. She was 
surprised to notice that four different teams had only one person at level 
seven. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like training with no one else at 
her level — kind of lonely, she thought. The college team did an exhibition, 
and the announcer went over some rules. She tried to spot her mother in the 
bleachers, but couldn’t. 


* 


The floor exercise was first, and the Rapid City gymnasts weren’t far from 
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the beginning of the list. Ashley reminded herself that the judges tended to be 
conservative with the scores at first, so that if a better performance came 
along later, they'd be able to score it higher. So she knew she had to do her 
routine as perfectly as she ever had, maybe better. 

Sue did very well, received a score of 9.6, and Ashley was excited for her 
friend. But Ashley could tell that Gina was nervous, and about halfway 
through the thirteen-year-old’s routine, she lost her rhythm and nearly 
stumbled. The judges gave her a 9.0, and Ashley and Sue gave her hugs of 
reassurance. 

Ashley stepped first to the yellow rug, then the green rug. She looked at 
the judges, and they signaled her. She walked to her starting position, and 
while waiting for the music, looked at the forty foot square surface. It’s your 
lightness, Ashley, your ability to make yourself look like you are floating! she 
remembered her coach saying. 

The music started, and she danced as lightly and smoothly as she ever had, 
melding her tumbling passes into the overall routine, making every difficult 
skill, every aerial, every somersault look just as light and easy — maybe easier 
— than the simpler skills. 

The music stopped, and she held her final pose. 

The spectators roared with applause, and she modulated her pose into 
bows in three directions as she had practiced, the direction of the judge’s table 
last and deepest. As she walked with perfect posture off the floor, she could 
hear some chants of Ten! Ten! Ten! from the audience. That made her feel 
warmer inside than she could ever remember feeling before. 

As soon as she got back to their area, the announcer was saying, “Ashley 
Riddle from Rapid City, 9.8.” She jumped up and down with excitement while 
her team mates and coaches surrounded her to deliver hugs and pats of 
congratulation. Maybe it isn’t a ten, she told herself, but it’s the best score 
yet! 

“Excellent, Ashley!” she heard her coach saying. “Lightness, rhythm, and a 
superb finish!” 

They quickly settled into watching the other floor routines, and Ashley 
pulled on her sweats as soon as she was sufficiently cooled off. Scores ranged 
from 8.9 to 9.7, until the tall twelve-year-old from Sioux Falls stepped onto 
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the floor. Ashley knew she had beauty on her side, and her routine was very, 
very good. But to Ashley’s mind it was just a little heavier than it needed to 
be, and maybe a hair off rhythm. 

But the twelve-year-old got a 9.9, and Ashley’s heart sank as she tasted the 
bitterness of losing the lead score. 

“Remember, there are still three events ahead of you, and the line-up is 
different in each one,” the soothing voice of the coach’s wife said from behind 
as gentle hands began to massage Ashley’s shoulders. “In fact, you’re up after 
her on the beam and bars.” 

Ashley turned to look at the ex-gymnast. “Thanks, Tina.” 

* 

The vaults were next, and Rapid City was even closer to the top of the list. 
Ashley was unable to compensate for the deep, squishy landing mat, and took 
a step forward, which left her with a 9.4. Sue took another 9.6, and Gina felt 
much better after collecting a 9.8. Several other gymnasts had the same 
problem with the landing mat, and scores ranged from 7.9 for one girl whose 
hands slipped when she contacted the vaulting horse, to 9.9 for one of the 
loners from a small town. The tall girl from Sioux Falls got a 9.7. 

Since she had been near the beginning of the vaulting line up, and would 
be later on the balance beam list, Ashley knew she had a nice long time to 
relax and watch. In her sweats, a cup of yogurt in hand, she curled up in a 
comfortable chair and began to ponder the fact that even though she, Ashley 
Riddle from Rapid City, wanted to be the State Champion, so did all of the 
other girls. And only one of them could attain that goal, three if she counted 
the silver and bronze medalists who could also go to the Nationals. How 
would she feel if she didn’t get first, or even second, or even third? She didn’t 
know. She’d just have to find out if it happened. 

But also she knew that the two remaining events were strong ones for her. 
Maybe not quite as strong as the floor exercise, but definitely stronger than 
her vaulting. And she also knew that the balance beam was feared by many 
gymnasts, especially tall ones, as their weakest event. She had good reason, 
she decided, to be optimistic. 

The beam event began with a few of the gymnasts from small towns, and 
one of them came out with a 9.8. Then Sioux Falls was up, and Ashley quickly 
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saw that it was not a strong event for them generally. But the tall twelve-year- 
old stepped up to the beam with so much confidence that a hush fell over the 
spectators. Ashley watched her mount and opening moves, and started to 
think that the beam wasn’t a weak event for all the Sioux Falls girls. 
Cartwheel... walkover... very nice. A slight wobble, well disguised. All the 
right stuff, technically good, but... even heavier than her floor routine. 
Handspring, handspring, and dismount. She landed with excellent poise and 
the crowd was cheering loudly. 

“Cheryl Adams of Sioux Falls, 9.9. On the beam is Renee Clark of Pierre, 
and up next is Mary McFarland of Rosebud.” 

Ashley closed her eyes. Had she just had the honor of seeing the next State 
Champion do her balance beam routine? Cheryl was very, very good, and 
would make a good champion. And if her bar routine was anywhere near as 
good as her other routines, she would be the champion. And the fact that she 
didn’t like short people didn’t make her gymnastics skills any worse. 

A touch on her shoulder made Ashley open her eyes. She looked up to see 
Tina standing beside her. “You’re three away. Want to stretch?” 

“Yeah. Will you help me?” 

“Of course.” 

Ashley used all her remaining time to warm-up and stretch out every 
muscle, and didn’t watch any more of the beam routines, and didn’t think 
about Cheryl. She realized what she was there to do, and it wasn’t to become 
State Champion, because that was decided by the judges, not her. It was to do 
her very, very best, and to have fun doing it. And at that thought, something 
inside her that had been tight finally relaxed. 

“Ashley Riddle is up next.” 

She hugged Tina, and skipped over to the yellow rug. While waiting for 
the gymnast before her to finish, she thought of all the happy times she had 
had in her life, of all the fun she and her fellow gymnasts had training 
together. 

“Ashley Riddle of Rapid City is on the beam.” 

She stepped to the green rug and looked at the judges. None of them were 
looking at her at that point — they were finishing the scoring of the previous 
gymnast. She thought she heard someone whisper Have fun Ashley! but a 
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quick glance behind her showed that no one was close enough. A smile crept 
onto her face — not one of her big grins, but just a subtle, inner smile. A judge 
gave her the signal. 

Her hands reached out and grasped the beam. She knew that feel, like 
most people know the feel of plain old solid ground under their feet. She 
mounted, and her routine flowed from her feet and hands and body just as it 
did in Rapid City. This is fun! she thought to herself, and started adding tiny 
little flourishes to her poses. And all her skills were just like they should be — 
smooth, and light, with not a sound coming from the beam. Her final 
handsprings and dismount flowed from her without thought or effort, her 
landing felt perfect, and as she took her bows, she started to become aware, 
for the first time, that the audience was practically screaming. It had been a 
nice routine, she realized. And with three quarters of the spectators on their 
feet now, she knew she was smiling from ear to ear. She bowed low to the 
judges, and tried to wipe the grin off her face, but couldn’t. 

As she pranced up to her coaches and team mates, they surrounded her in 
the warmest group hug she had ever had. “Fantastic, Ashley! That was 
unbelievable!” declared her coach. 

With everyone saying nice things to her, she was starting to get 
embarrassed. At last they all settled into chairs or onto the mat to stretch. 
Ashley realized that in all the hugging, she hadn’t heard her score. “What did 
I get? I forgot to listen.” 

Her coach looked at her. “They haven’t said, yet.” 

All of them turned their attention to the judges table. They could see the 
judges talking among themselves, and the audience was becoming hushed, as 
they too sensed that something unusual was occurring. 

“I think I know what’s happening,” Tina said. But before Ashley could 
even try and guess what she meant, the announcer stepped to his microphone. 

“Ashley Riddle of the Rapid City Ravens... ten.” 

Ashley jumped straight up into the air and whooped for joy. Her team 
surrounded her once more and the audience cheered again. When she finally 
could get a word in, all she could say was, “I didn’t know they gave tens!” 

“They don’t like to,” the coach said, “but they trapped themselves by giving 
Cheryl Adams a 9.9, and yours was obviously better! Congratulations!” 
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By the time Ashley had settled down enough to breathe deeply and think 
clearly, the last few beam routines had been completed, and the uneven 
parallel bar event had begun. Ashley discovered that she was near the end, 
and that Cheryl was just two people before her. She used the restroom, sipped 
a cup of juice, and watched the other gymnasts get everything from 7.5 for a 
Sioux Falls girl who fell and pulled a muscle and so couldn’t complete her 
routine, to a 9.5 from Aberdeen. 

Cheryl Adams stepped up to the bars. Ashley didn’t watch the entire 
routine, as she had to start her stretching, but she saw enough to know that it 
was solid and good. And it earned Cheryl a 9.5, which Ashley was pretty sure 
meant that Cheryl was the next State Champion. That was okay. Ashley knew 
what she was there to do. And bronze and silver medals, if she happened to 
get one, were very nice also. 

The next gymnast went, got a 9.3, and Ashley found herself wishing there 
were even more events after that one, as she was enjoying her new carefree 
attitude so much. Seeing Cheryl get all those good scores had released Ashley 
from a self-imposed responsibility that had felt a little too heavy. She checked 
her palm guards, chalked her hands, and waited for the judges’ signal. 

Ashley’s lightness showed in a different way on the bars. They bent less 
under her weight, they squeaked less, and she could fly much higher than 
most gymnasts on her dismount. And in her final performance for the people 
who had gathered in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, she decided to use those 
factors to the fullest. Every time she stretched her body straight, above or 
below the bars, she imagined herself stretching out to a full five or six feet. 
And when she released for her dismount, she tucked into a tiny ball, 
imagining herself a bird in flight, and then landed as lightly as a sparrow. 

The crowd cheered for her, and she was glad she had done well and made 
them happy. She took her bows, and immediately began to wonder what kind 
of restaurant she wanted to go to that night. Something they don’t have in 
Rapid City, she decided. 

“Ashley Riddle of Rapid City, 9.9” 

She shared some hugs and shoulder pats with her team mates and found a 
cup of juice and a chair. The last two gymnasts did their bar routines and got 
9.0 and 9.2. Her coaches had their heads together, scribbling on a pad of 
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paper, and then they had a funny look on their faces, as if trying to hold in 
some kind of secret. The college team came back out and did another 
exhibition. Finally the judges finished all their writing and conferring, and 
the announcer stepped to the microphone. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, the results of this year’s South Dakota Women’s 
Gymnastics Championships. With a total score of 38.7, the bronze medal goes 
to Terry Raincloud of Aberdeen!” Ashley stood with everyone else and 
clapped for the lucky third place winner. 

“With a total score of 39.0, the silver medal goes to Cheryl Adams of Sioux 
Falls!” Ashley clapped for Cheryl, and really did feel happy for her. She might 
have a foul mouth, but she was an awesome gymnast. It took awhile for the 
clapping and cheering for Chery] to taper off. 

“And now, ladies and gentlemen, our State Champion for the year, with a 
total score of 39.1, the gold medal goes to Ashley Riddle of Rapid City!” 

Everyone cheered wildly, and a number of hats went flying into the air. 
Ashley’s entire team was looking and smiling at her, huge grins of pride on 
their faces. She didn’t know what to do. She had never been very good at 
math, and hadn’t even added up her own scores, much less anyone else’s. 
“Me?” was all she could think to say. 

“You!” her coach said, picked her up and held her high in the air for a 
moment. The Ashley Riddle grin crept onto her face. He set her down, and 
said, “Now go get your medal!” 

With the audience still cheering and clapping, she ran up to the judge who 
was presenting the medals. Feeling the ribbon slip over her head, and the 
heavy gold weight touch her chest almost brought tears to her eyes. Like all 
the other gymnasts, she had harbored hopes, but those hopes were tempered 
by the knowledge that this moment was far from inevitable. 

But it had happened! This wildest of all dreams had come true! She took 
her place beside the other two medalists as the crowd and other gymnasts 
continued to cheer. 

The college gymnasts pranced back onto the floor carrying brightly 
wrapped gifts for all three medalists, but there were some that only Ashley 
received, which made her feel a little embarrassed. Lastly one of the judges, a 
gray-haired man, handed them all large envelopes stuffed with some kind of 
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papers. Ashley noticed that hers was the thickest. 

“These are gift certificates from all kinds of businesses in Sioux Falls and a 
few other towns. Be sure to look through them before going out to eat, or 
checking into a motel.” 

To Ashley’s relief, the limelight shifted as the fourth through tenth places 
were called up. Everyone cheered, and they received smaller gifts and 
envelopes. Then the announcer called up all the rest of the gymnasts. They 
were presented with even smaller gifts and thinner envelopes. 

Music started playing and all the gymnasts, coaches, and judges began to 
mill around, shaking hands and exchanging compliments. Ashley felt there 
was something she wanted to do. She found the bronze medalist, and held out 
her hand. “You were awesome, Terry!” 

The raven-haired girl smiled and pumped Ashley’s hand happily. 

Then Ashley went up to Cheryl Adams. “You were spectacular! I bet if we 
did it again, you’d win.” Ashley could see that the twelve-year-old was 
fighting a battle inside herself. “And if you’re ever in Rapid City,” Ashley 
continued, “you can stay at my house and visit our gym!” Then she held her 
hand out to the silver medalist. “Friends?” 

After several more seconds, the other took Ashley’s hand. “Friends!” she 
said. 

* 

The rest of Ashley Riddle’s visit to Sioux Falls, South Dakota, was a dream- 
come-true in itself. Amongst the wrapped gifts she found a dual 
quadraphonic disk player, a fancy myrtlewood jewelry cabinet with glass 
doors and a programmable music box, and numerous gymnastics books and 
video disks. 

But the gift certificates from the meet’s sponsors were almost more 
exciting than the gifts. Ashley and her mother had been planning to stay one 
night in a plain motel. They soon discovered that one of the certificates was 
for three nights in one of the fanciest places in town. And there were enough 
certificates from restaurants to feed them for the entire visit, with some left 
over for a future visit. 

Ashley’s eyes almost popped out of her head when she came to the 
certificate for free round trip air fare for herself and one other person to 
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anywhere Dakota Air went, which, Ashley discovered, was almost anywhere in 
five states. 

There were gift certificates from department stores, shoe stores, sports 
shops, and music stores. Ashley rolled with laughter when she came to the 
free tune-up, lube, and oil change at a Sioux Falls garage. She gave that one to 
her mother. 

Ashley and her mother spent the next two days shopping and sight seeing, 
and people who had been at the meet, or had seen it on the local news, were 
constantly stopping Ashley and asking for her autograph, or just saying hello 
and letting her know that they loved her routines. 

* 

Finally the morning came when they had their last breakfast in a 
restaurant, checked out of the fancy hotel room, and packed all of their gifts 
and purchases into the newly tuned-up and lubricated sedan. There were still 
a number of gift certificates remaining, but they were good for a year, and 
both Ashley and Mrs. Riddle felt ready to go home. Ashley said a silent good- 
bye to the hotel room, and at her request, they drove back to the university 
campus, and she poked her head into the huge gym. All the decorations were 
gone, the gymnastics equipment moved, and a basketball team was practicing. 
Even so, Ashley knew it would always remain one of the most special places in 
the world to her. 

The new gymnastics champion was very quiet and thoughtful on the three 
hundred mile journey home. Everything that had happened to her since her 
first gymnastics class at age seven went through her mind: all the struggles to 
learn new skills, all the aching muscles and minor injuries, all the friends, and 
even a few enemies, she had made along the way. And she remembered all 
the other things that had happened to her as well, like having to get to know 
different parents than the ones who had brought her into the world. 

As they were passing the little town of Wall, South Dakota, Ashley fell 
asleep curled up on the front seat of the sedan, tired from the meet, the 


excitement, the shopping, and the sight seeing, but very, very happy. 
* OK 
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Chapter 3: Against a Brick Wall 


Ashley’s mother had called her school from Sioux Falls to inform them 
that Ashley needed a couple of days off to recuperate from the physical and 
emotional stress of the State Gymnastics Championships. She knew that 
Ashley had pushed herself for years to keep up with her school work by 
getting out her homework as soon as she returned from the gym, right at the 
time when most kids were sitting down in front of the television or pulling out 
games and toys. Missing two days of school wasn’t going to hurt Ashley’s 
education in the slightest, her mother decided. 

When Ashley arrived at school on Wednesday of that week, little work got 
done in her classroom for the rest of the day. They were all aware of the title 
she had received, and it was immediately clear to the teacher that no one was 
going to concentrate on any school work until they had heard the entire story 
directly from Ashley, with every one of their questions answered. They 
especially loved to hear her tell and tell again about all the gifts and 
certificates she had received, the stores she had visited to use her certificates, 
and what she had bought in those stores. 

When Ashley arrived at the Rapid City Ravens gym that afternoon, 
carrying her brand new gym bag and wearing new shoes and clothes, the 
coaches had the same problem. But since the lessons and gym time were 
being paid for by the parents, some of whom were always watching, a different 
solution was called for. 

“Tt’s 3:30. Ashley, please warm-up the class.” 


Lyceum Quest 35 


It was the first time he had asked one of the students to lead the warm-up. 
It was also the first time he had had a State Champion in his gym. Ashley, 
grinning and a bit embarrassed, walked up to the front of the class of fourteen 
gymnasts, and had to stand there grinning for a moment before she could 
think of what to do first. 

“Let me see... oh, yeah. Running in place.” The gymnasts spread out and 
began to follow her instructions. “Add left arm circles... add right arm 
circles...” 

The warm-up continued, and Ashley eventually remembered all the things 
they were used to doing under the coach’s direction, although the other 
gymnasts let her know with giggles and rolled eyes when she did them in the 
wrong order. Both coaches worked with individual gymnasts at hard items 
like the splits. There was an unusual number of parents in the visitor’s gallery 
that day, and they seemed pleased that Ashley was being honored and able to 
contribute to the class in some way. 

At the end of the warm-up, the coach stepped up beside Ashley. “Okay, 
were going to use no more than one minute each day to answer a question put 
to our State Champion.” Everyone clapped at his recognition of their 
champion. “And I want you, Ashley, to remember to let Sue or Gina answer 
questions whenever they can, since they were at the meet too. So, what is 
today’s question?” 

About ten hands shot into the air. “Kathy,” the coach picked. 

“What was the most important moment of the whole meet for you?” 

“This may sound funny, but it was when I thought Cheryl Adams was 
winning for sure, and all of a sudden I just felt free, like a kid going out to 
play, because I didn’t have to worry about winning anymore. That was just 
before my beam routine when I got the ten...” 

* 

For the remainder of the week, the Rapid City Ravens settled into their 
new routine — Ashley leading the warm-up, and then taking a question. On 
Friday she got her first chance to pass the question to one of the other level 
seven gymnasts. Gina talked about how she was nervous at first, got her low 
floor exercise score, and then loosened up. 

That weekend Ashley had plenty of time to look at her new gymnastics 
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books and videos. She knew that all the beginner through level seven 
compulsory skills she had mastered over the previous four years were a good 
start, but they wouldn’t be enough for the National Championships. She knew 
that above the compulsories, most of the moves were named after the first 
gymnast to perform them in competition. She knew many of the names 
already — the Tsukahara Vault, the Comaneci Dismount, the Zmeskal 
Somersault. She gazed at pictures of the great gymnasts who had come before 
her, and then turned her mind to which of those new skills she wanted to 
learn first. 

By Monday at four o’clock, she had picked out two new skills to work on. 
She warmed-up the class, tossed the day’s question to Sue, and looked at her 
books again to get clear in her mind what she was after. All that day and the 
next, she worked on the prerequisite skills that were needed for the new 
moves. They were similar enough to the regular level seven work that no one 
noticed she was doing anything different. 

But on Wednesday, she was beginning to try a new dismount from the 
beam and a new release move on the bars. When everyone was going home at 
seven o’clock, she heard the coach call her name. 

“Ashley, I need to talk to you for a moment.” 

She sat down near him on the thick balance beam dismount mat. “Hi, 
coach!” 

“Ashley, you know we don’t have an elite optionals program here.” 

“Yeah, I know. That’s okay. I can teach myself, from books and videos and 
stuff.” 

“Well, it’s not that simple. You see, whatever we do here, we have to have 
certification for, and we have to have insurance that covers it. The 
certification isn’t really a problem because it only effects what levels we use in 
team competition. But our insurance is specifically limited to beginner 
through level seven compulsory skills.” 

Ashley looked at her coach a moment longer, then looked at the vaulting 
horse in the far corner as she began to feel the impact of what he was saying. 

“But if its any consolation, I want you to know that Tina and I have 
decided you can use the gym for free from now on. As long as what you are 
doing is covered by our insurance, of course.” 
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Ashley felt her throat begin to close and her eyes begin to water. “You 
mean... you mean I can’t get ready for the Nationals... or anything else... here 
at the Rapid City Ravens?” 

“Yeah, I’m afraid that’s right. Nothing that requires elite skills.” 

Ashley looked at the exercise floor for a long moment. She knew it better 
than her own living room floor. She looked at the uneven parallel bars, and 
they were more familiar to her than any of the climbing trees in her yard. She 
looked at the balance beam. She was almost more comfortable on it than on a 
sidewalk. And she glanced at the vaulting horse. Her hands had touched its 
leather surface more often than the handle bars of her bicycle. 

She couldn’t think of anything to say. And she didn’t have the courage to 
look at her coach again. She tossed her hair band into her gym bag, stood up, 
and walked out of the gym, not looking back or pausing for anything until she 
had walked the six blocks home, burst through the front door, and thrown 


herself onto her bed crying. 
* OK 
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Chapter 4: Fragile Contact 


April 10th 
Dear People at Lyceum, 

It’s going to be really hard for me to write this letter. I started to write it 
back in February, but it just wasn’t the right thing to do yet. I tried again in 
March, but it just wouldn’t come out right, and I threw it away. Now I just 
can’t stand holding in the things I’m thinking anymore. I have to tell 
someone. I hope nothing bad happens because of it. My father would kill me 
if he found out. 

I don’t know how to begin. I guess I have to apologize for what my father 
did. I didn’t know what to think for a long time. He’s my father. But I've 
finally figured out what I’m feeling. It’s not something I ever expected to feel 
about my father. The truth is, he made me deeply ashamed. 

We arrived there in the middle of the night. I think it was January 22nd. 
We were soaking wet and my dad had lost his wallet. Sister Sarah said we 
could be her guests, and Sister Jean gave us a room with a hot tub. Then 
Brother Tim helped my dad find his wallet, pulled our car out of the mud, 
and even washed it for us. 

We got there at about 1:00 in the morning, slept through breakfast, and 
didn’t stay for lunch, and still you gave us plenty to eat. I can’t imagine a 
more Christian hospitality than you showed us. 

And I think my father misunderstood all of it. I’m starting to think he 
misunderstands lots of things. But since he’s a T.V. evangelist, he has to look 
like he understands everything about being a Christian. I’m very interested 
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in theology and what being a Christian means. But I’m starting to think that 
my ideas about it and my father’s aren’t the same. 

Here’s $20. It’s not for the same reason my dad gave you some money 
just before we left. It’s because I hope you can send me some more 
information about the place. I have Introduction to Lyceum, and I started 
reading the Lyceum Visitor’s Guidebook while we were there, until my dad 
hid it from me. Id love it if you could send me whatever you have. 

Please tell Sister Sarah that I’m really sorry for the way my dad hurt her. 
I think she did the right and Christian thing by welcoming us. And please 
tell her she’s a beautiful dancer. 

Sincerely, 
Shawn Mitchell 


P.S. If you write back to me, I don’ think I'll get it if the envelope says 
anything about Lyceum, or is even postmarked from Oregon. 


* 


April 25th 
Dear Shawn, 

Thanks for writing to me! It was kind of scary putting that pen pal ad in 
that Christian magazine. Youre the first response I've gotten. You sound 
like a nice guy. I like the things you said about being a Christian in your 
letter. I agree with you a lot, and so does my sister. I shared your letter 
with her, and she said she’d love it if you’d write to her too. Even though 
were here in New York City, sometimes it feels like we're out in the woods 
somewhere, as far as finding other people goes who believe in being 
Christian like we do. 

I found a copy of that book you said you were looking for, and another 
one I think you'll like too. Let me know if you're ready to read them. 

Write again soon! 


Your Pen Pal, 
Jacob 
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May 11th 
Dear Jacob, 

Or should I call you Brother Jacob? And your sister, I bet, is Sister 
Sarah! I was really excited when I got your letter. I thought for sure you 
wouldn't want to bother with me because it would be so hard to get a letter 
to me. You really have followed Christ’s teaching to be as gentle as doves, 
yet wise as foxes! And all the pen pal stickers and stamps and things on the 
envelope were great too! Thanks for doing it like that. 

My father opened it, but then said it was an accident when he gave it to 
me. I kept my mouth shut, even though it made me mad. I don’t think he'll 
do it again, as long as it looks like another pen pal letter. Actually, I do get 
two Christian magazines, and they both have pen pal ads in them. 

I turn seventeen in a couple of weeks, so you can make the books look like 
a birthday present if you want to. It'll be great to be able to read about 
Lyceum again. For months I’ve been wondering if maybe we got stuck in the 
mud nearby for a purpose. I’ve been wondering if maybe God wanted me to 
know about Lyceum. 

When we were there, I could tell there was something different about the 
way you guys did things. Now that I know you are willing to write to me, 
even though it will be kind of hard, I get that feeling again. I have a hunch 
I’m going to be learning lots of new things about Christ’s teachings by 
writing to you and reading more about Lyceum. 

Thanks again! 

Shawn Mitchell 


Dear Sarah, 

I was so mad when my father said those terrible things to you. I wanted 
so much just to walk away from him and give you a big hug. And if it ever 
happened again, I'd do just that. 

Because of you, I already like Lyceum, even though I haven't been able to 
see or read much about it yet. Brother Jacob is going to send me some books 
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soon. 

Ill never forget how wonderful it was to step inside out of the pouring 
rain and see you dancing in the Main Lobby. You were like a mysterious 
character right out of a fairy tale. And I still remember how confused my 
dad looked when you welcomed us in and started making all the 
arrangements for our room and the tow truck and everything. I think my 
mom would have gotten sick if we had been out in the cold any longer. 
Thank you so much! 

Take care! 

Shawn 
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Chapter 5: The Beat of a Distant Drummer 


A very pleasant late spring day had dawned after two days of light rain. All 
of the ivy clinging to the venerable brick and stone walls at North Philadelphia 
Girls’ Academy looked fresh and bright, both from the rains and from new 
spring growth. A tall, black-haired girl strode purposefully toward one of the 
buildings, not in the mood to appreciate the venerable walls or the ivy. 

“Note says Sally wants to see me,” she announced to the entire office as 
she burst through the double doors causing the glass panes in them to rattle, 
strode to the counter, and propped her adolescent elbows onto it. 

A gray-haired, bespectacled secretary slowly rose from her desk. “Have 
you been skipping classes again, Liberty?” 

“No! I haven’t missed a single class this week...” and then, in a more 
sheepish tone, remembering something to the contrary, “except maybe one on 
Monday, but you know how nice it was on Monday, and we had already 
finished finals, and it would have been so boring!” 

Looking at the note the student was carrying, the older lady said, “I see. 
Let me determine if Mrs. Malcolm is free.” She slowly poked through the 
schedule book on her desk, then leisurely ambled her way into a back office 
and out of Liberty’s sight, who immediately plopped into a chair by the door, 
grabbed a magazine, and was soon deep into an article about the immune 
system interference modalities of retro-viruses. 

The next thing Liberty knew, an ample and well dressed but rapidly 
graying woman was standing just a few feet away looking down at her. “Miss 
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Liberty Buchanan?” 

She looked up. “Oh, hi Sally.” 

“For the umpteenth time, to you I am Mrs. Malcolm, Principal of North 
Philadelphia Girls’ Academy. Please, step with me into my office.” 

Liberty followed the principal into her rather austere office somewhere in 
the bowels of the building. There were, as Liberty already knew well, three 
chairs facing Mrs. Malcolm’s desk — two comfortable ones for parents, and 
one hard plastic one for the student who was, most often, in trouble. Liberty 
knew which one she would be expected to sit in. She landed in one of the 
comfortable chairs. 

Mrs. Malcolm looked at her askance for a moment, but then, to Liberty’s 
surprise, said nothing about the chairs. “We have a problem, Miss 
Buchanan.” 

Translation: I have a problem, Liberty thought to herself. “Only one?” 
she said aloud. “That'll make it a pretty good day! Did you know that medical 
science has only figured out how to counteract six of the nine ways that retro- 
viruses can interfere with the immune system? I just finished reading about 
four of them.” 

“Yes, well,” the principal began, ignoring the microbiological references, 
“let’s keep things simple and refer to it as one problem, shall we? I have been 
reviewing your grades, and taking special pains to get your final exam scores 
just as soon as they were available. Your grades stand at... let me see... four 
A’s, three A pluses, and one A minus. The A minus was in Home Economics. 
Not a strong subject for you?” 

“Well, I like to experiment with the recipes, and my experiments don’t 
always come out edible. So... as you can see by my grades, I got a pretty good 
education here at North Philly, don’t you think?” 

“Tll be honest,” Mrs. Malcolm said, cleaning her glasses with a tissue. 
“You are quite possibly the most intelligent student to ever attend our little 
academy. The only complicating factor is that you have been truant thirteen 
times and tardy twenty-two times this semester. The Academy Rule Book 
says that a student can receive credit for a semester only if they have no more 
than two truancies and no more than six tardies. You are making history, 
Miss Buchanan, by being the first girl, as far as I know, to flunk while holding 
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straight A’s in the palm of your hand.” 

Liberty was silent. 

“Do you have any response?” the principal asked. 

“Youre really going to do it? You're really going to flunk me?” 

“T have no choice! If I make an exception for one, then every student will 
start wanting an exception made for their situation. Surely you can see what 
that would lead to?” 

After a long pause, the fourteen-year-old looked straight at the principal 
and said, with all the conviction and feeling she could muster, “Since every 
person is different and unique, and no rule book can ever deal with the wide 
range of human talents and gifts that are to be found even in this little 
academy, I believe with all my heart that making those exceptions would lead 
to more students being happy, less depression, less suicide, less anorexia, and 
more of the geniuses in our world getting through school without being 
turned off to learning!” When she had finished speaking and saw that the 
older lady had no response, but only continued to clean her glasses, she went 
on, ina much more tentative tone. “And I think it means that I won’t be going 
to school here anymore.” 

It was Mrs. Malcolm’s turn for a long pause. “I have a small gift for you, 
Liberty. I know you will probably not appreciate it right away, but you might 
at some time in the future. I have asked your father for his permission, and he 
has granted it, to leave your grades in your file, but to remove your attendance 
records, substituting only the fact that you withdrew too early to receive 
credit.” 

Liberty looked at the clock for a few moments, then out the window for 
several long breaths, then back at the principal. “Is that it?” 

“Yes, Liberty, I guess that is it. Farewell. I hope you will be in the 
audience, formally dressed, at the eighth grade graduation ceremonies 
tomorrow to help wish your school mates good-bye. Dorm check out is 
Saturday, as I’m sure you know.” 

“Yeah. I know,” the ex-academy student said in a soft voice, rose from the 
chair that was usually reserved for adults, and slowly walked out of the room. 

Mrs. Malcolm took about fifteen minutes finishing the paper work in 
Liberty’s file and in two other files that needed her attention. It was nearly 
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three o'clock, and she felt the need for a doughnut and a cup of coffee. But 
when she got to the front office, she saw something that haunted her for the 
rest of her life. There, in one of the chairs by the door, was Liberty Buchanan, 
completely absorbed in finishing the article on the interference modalities of 
retro-viruses that she had begun earlier. 

* 

Liberty didn’t attend her last two classes that day. She had already taken 
all of her final exams, and the last day of classes was just for wrapping up 
unfinished business and chatting about the future. She knew she had no 
unfinished business, and now no future at North Philly. And besides, her 
mind was still pondering retro-viruses. That was the best way, she knew, to 
keep her heart quiet. It wasn’t time yet to feel the impact of what had just 
happened to her. 

At 4:30 she was perched on the back of the bench near the dining hall 
where she and her friends usually waited for each other. Soon students were 
filtering out of the ivy-covered buildings and heading that way. 

“Lib! What’s for dinner?” a well-built blond girl of the same age asked as 
she approached. 

“Probably dog food again. They’re still saving up so they can afford to put 
on the party tomorrow.” 

“It’s pizza, dim wits!” a chubby brown-haired girl informed the others as 
she landed unceremoniously on the bench. “And I pulled off an A minus in 
math!” 

“WAY to BE!” the blond said. “Who’d you copy from?” 

“Jane,” she said nonchalantly, “in exchange for... access to certain 
chemicals.” 

“You sure are quiet, Lib. On the rag?” 

“No, asshole.” But definitely bleeding. 

“With the party we’re going to tonight,” the brunette said. “She wouldn’t 
dare be up tight!” 

“Pregnant?” the blond prodded. 

“Shut up! I was just thinking about the last school I went to. It had a 
really awesome party at the end of the year.” Which I couldn’t attend. 
“Everyone could bring a date...” 
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Both friends laughed and moaned at the thought. “North Philly wouldn’t 
let a boy on campus if the human race was just about to go extinct!” the 
brunette said. “Against the rules.” 

The blond was smiling and had a twinkle in her eye as she gazed off toward 
the dining hall. “The human race won’t go extinct if Paul gets his way tonight 
at the party. I’m almost tempted to give it to him.” Then losing the twinkle 
and turning to Liberty, “Who are you gonna screw tonight, Lib?” 

“T don’t know. Maybe John.” If he pays me enough. “Maybe I'll just suck 
on Schnapps ‘til I’m silly.” 

“I have never seen you so down in the dumps! You act like you just 
flunked all of your classes, or your mother just died or something!” 

I did just flunk all of my classes. 

“Miss Liberty Buchanan flunk? Impossible!” the blond pointed out. “And 
her mom checked out years ago. Got your class list for next year?” 

“Mine’s perfect!” the brunette said. “All easy things.” 

Mine’s blank, Liberty thought. 

“T’ve got algebra and other hard stuff,” the blond said unenthusiastically. 
“Got to do it some time if I’m gonna be a doctor like my mom wants.” 

Wish I had a hope in hell of being something. “Let’s go eat pizza, 
assholes.” 

* 

By that evening, Liberty’s spirits, as far as she would let anyone see, were 
returning to normal. At the three parties they floated between, all of which 
were off campus, they consumed vast amounts of junk food and drank rivers 
of soda pop, which ranged from zero to about seventy-five proof. Liberty 
stuck with the higher numbers. They also kissed more good-looking boys 
than they could remember the names of, but as the hours passed, the boys 
ceased to be good looking, and Liberty and her friends ceased to care. 

Somehow she was delivered to her dorm room before the sun rose. 

Friday morning didn’t happen for Liberty until about noon, but by the 
time the graduation ceremonies were scheduled to begin at three in the 
afternoon, she had eaten, dressed formally, skillfully put on a small amount of 
make up, and selected a seat in the very back row of the auditorium. 

The eighth grade graduation ceremonies occurred without the active 
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participation of Liberty Buchanan. It was a situation with which she was very 
familiar, as she had so far attended, and for one reason or another not 
continued to attend, just about every public and private school in 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey. North Philadelphia Girls’ Academy would be 
just one more to add to the list. She said silent good-byes to her friends as 
they received their certificates and shook hands with the various 
administrators of the school. She had her plans made, and she wouldn’t be 
seeing any of them again. They were going on to the ninth grade at North 
Philly. She wasn’t. They were going to attend the formal dinner party right 
after the ceremonies. She couldn't. 

She slipped away from the auditorium during the closing speeches so she 
wouldn’t have to run into anyone. While walking through the empty campus 
toward her dorm, she comforted herself with the knowledge that she had 
probably learned more during her semester at North Philly than Mrs. 
Malcolm, in her wildest dreams, would ever imagine. And so often, Liberty 
reminded herself, the most important things she learned weren’t part of the 
curriculum. So, she decided, it really didn’t matter if she got credit or not, 
attended the graduation or not, received some piece of paper or not. She was 
getting an education, her own education, in spite of all the schools she had 
been to... and been rejected by. 

* 

Liberty never had trouble packing. She had done it so many times that she 
had gotten used to keeping all the boxes and remembering what went in each 
one. She leafed through her photo album before slipping it into its box. In it 
was all she could take with her of the people she had become close to that 
semester. And somehow she knew it was best that way. Somehow she knew 
that they had little in common, except their love of parties, and that if an 
extended friendship was attempted with one of them, little would come of it. 
But another part of her wished that she could stay, and someday have friends 
that she had known for years and years... 

As she packed her books, even she was amazed at the number of volumes 
she had devoured during the last few months. As she held Calculus of 
Transcendental and Imaginary Numbers, she chuckled to herself for a 
moment, picturing her blond friend struggling through Algebra to try and get 
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into med school. She added it to the box, and promised herself that she would 
sort them out when she got home so she would have room for new ones. 

Her cosmopolitan wardrobe went into suitcases as she began to think 
about all the things she wanted to do during the summer. Smithsonian 
seminars? New England tour? NASA space camp? A week at Disney World? 
She wondered if maybe this was the year she should ask her father for the 
money to tour Europe. Maybe not, right after flunking the eighth grade. 

The transfer van arrived right on time, and the twenty-year-old guy was so 
helpful with her things that she was sure it was his way of flirting with her. 
She was as sweet in return as the fifteen minute drive would allow, and when 
they arrived at her father’s apartment building and old Matthew the doorman 
was unloading her stuff, she added a twenty dollar tip to the bill as she signed 
for it. The transfer van headed reluctantly for its next destination. 

“Your father told me you’d be home tomorrow, Miss. He doesn’t expect to 
be getting in tonight, I don’t think,” Matthew said as he followed her into the 
elevator with an armload. 

“T got cleaned up early and didn’t want to have to say good-bye to all my 
friends twice,” she said, setting down what she was carrying as the elevator 
door closed. 

“Was it a good experience for you? Will you be going back in the fall?” 

“Very good, but I think one semester was enough of that place for me.” 
And enough of me for that place. 

He chuckled knowingly as the elevator door opened. “I take your meaning, 
Miss. And with you inheriting your father’s brains, I can’t imagine a school 
that could hold your interest for long.” 

“Sometimes I wish they held my interest a little longer, Matthew. One 
more load?” 

“One more trip should do it.” 

* 

When all of Liberty’s belongings were finally inside the spacious and 
comfortable apartment and she had given Matthew a generous tip and shared 
a few more pleasantries, she closed the door and felt safe for the first time 
since being called to Mrs. Malcolm’s office the day before. As she wandered 
around to reassure herself that everything was about as she remembered it 
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from her visit during spring vacation, the tears started forming in her eyes. As 
she moved her suitcases and boxes from the front room to her cozy and well 
decorated bedroom, those tears began to silently find their way down her 
cheeks. And when she sat on her bed and hugged the big stuffed unicorn she 
had had since she was seven years old, the tears finally fell from her chin and 
nose onto the unicorn’s well-worn fake fur. 

She let the tears flow for as long as they would, thinking of North Philly 
and all the things she loved there, all the things she would miss. And she 
thought of the last six or eight schools she had attended, and all the things she 
missed about them. She imagined the tears falling on a great wound in her 
heart that Mrs. Malcolm had made with a huge knife that had Rule Book 
engraved on the blade. And not only did her tears heal the wound, but they 
also soaked the rule book and made it dissolve and disappear. 

Twenty minutes later the tears had stopped and she laid the stuffed animal 
lovingly back onto her pillow. A hot shower, a fuzzy bathrobe, and a tasty 
snack from the well-stocked refrigerator brought her spirits back to life. She 
found herself looking through her closet, and when she came to her belly 
dancing outfit, she giggled out loud, and a plan for the evening began to form 
in her mind. 

* 

By the time eight o’clock rolled around, and the night life in downtown 
Philadelphia was just getting started on that pleasantly warm Friday night, 
Liberty Buchanan had put up her hair in falls that were more than attractive, 
coordinated an outfit from her belly dancing stuff and a skimpy leather jacket, 
and tucked fifty dollars into a hidden pocket. Evening colors were still in the 
sky as she headed down the sidewalk toward the part of town that had the 
most night time activity and where many of her old street friends worked and 
played. 

As she passed the first night clubs, the rhythm of the music coming from 
within was so infectious that she couldn’t keep her feet from starting to dance 
as she continued on into the heart of the city. On the next corner she pranced 
to the music into a fast food place she knew well, and danced circles around 
several tables of young people who smiled or clapped as they watched, feet 
tapping to the music. 
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“Hey, everybody, it’s Liberty!” the eighteen-year-old boy at the cash 
register announced to the rest of the crew. 

Liberty shimmied up to the counter. “Hi, Sam! I’m free at last!” 

“Hey, Lib! How’s boarding school?” a red-haired girl said from the French 
fry station. 

“Same, and history. Still got those awesome taquitos?” 

“Of course, Liberty Bell!” Sam teased. 

“Sam, you know I draw blood at that particular joke,” she warned in her 
sternest tone as she tossed a five dollar bill onto the counter. 

He waved the money back toward her. “It’s on me, and you can draw my 
blood any time you want, sweetest one,” he said in a loving voice and leaned 
toward her. Their lips met and didn’t part for a time. 

“You're lucky I’ve been going to a girls’ school. When do you get out of 
here?” she whispered while their heads were still close together. 

“Eleven.” 

“See you soon!” she said, collected her taquitos, and pranced toward the 
door in time with a disco beat that had just started. 

Outside two cafes, a movie theater, and a music store Liberty found cute 
boys of about the right age, with no girls at their sides, and shared with them 
bites of her taquitos, snuggles, kisses, and hints of future meetings. The 
music kept her feet moving, and each night spot seemed to contain a boy more 
handsome than those who had come before. 

Taquitos finished, she bought chocolate kisses at a candy store and began 
passing them out freely as she danced and wiggled, sharing more than 
chocolate with those whose eyes sparkled at her movements. An antique horn 
sounded and the finest blond guy she had ever seen screeched to a stop at the 
curb. She gave him a double portion of chocolate and skin, but when he tried 
to coax her into the car, she pranced away to a new song that throbbed from 
the espresso bar. 

As she enchanted yet another block of neon and night life, cars started 
cruising and calling for her, boys leaning out of every window. She fed them 
with candy and wiggles, hints and kisses. They walked with her, they danced 
with her, they honked and pleaded. She drew them close, then twirled away. 

When she came to the end of the fun part of town, she headed back toward 
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the music and lights. The boys whistled and howled, and she boogied and 
swiveled. They gave her bites of whatever they were eating, totes of whatever 
they were drinking. The neon lights were flashing now as the evening was in 
full swing. Her feet kept moving to the music, and her heart danced along in 
time. She was almost back to the fast food place, where Sam waited at the end 
of his shift, when flashing blue lights surrounded her and all the boys slipped 
away into the shadows. 
* 

Liberty fidgeted in the vinyl upholstered chair that kept sticking to her 
bare legs. The floor was hard and cold, and not very clean. The walls were 
barren of anything interesting to look at, and the old clock above the door, 
with the hands on its expressionless face just passing 1:30, didn’t qualify as 
interesting. All the desks and filing cabinets in the room were plain, old, and 
ugly. All of the sounds were harsh: the telephones didn’t purr, they buzzed, 
and Liberty was sure that the shoes everyone wore were specially designed to 
make as much noise as possible on the hard floors. And there was absolutely 
nothing to do... they wouldn’t even let her look at a magazine. 

Suddenly she heard a familiar voice. “Daddy!” she screamed, hopping up. 

The police woman sitting at the desk facing her cut her off with the most 
commanding finger Liberty had ever experienced. “YOU, sit DOWN!” 

Liberty fell back into the sticky chair, humiliated. 

“Yes, Senator, she’s right over there with Sergeant Thames,” a male voice 
that Liberty couldn’t see was saying. 

“Thanks,” her father’s voice responded. 

As her tall, dark-haired father came around the corner into her sight, a 
genuine smile appeared on her face for the first time in several hours. “Hi, 
Daddy!” 

He ignored her completely, like one might ignore a drinking fountain or a 
magazine rack. The police woman rose and extended a hand. “Hello Senator. 
I’m Melissa Thames. I talked to you on the phone at about eleven thirty.” 

Although he was tired, had obviously dressed hastily, and it was the 
middle of the night, his social graces were intact. “Good to meet you, 
Sergeant. I’m very proud of the Philadelphia Police Department. I’ve read 
reports that say it’s one of the finest in the country. And I certainly do 


Lyceum Quest 52 


appreciate you putting your time into this matter, when I’m sure there are 
much more important things the Department could be doing with its 
resources...” 

Liberty cringed. 

“,.and I am completely in your debt for your willingness to handle this in 
as private a manner as possible.” 

“No problem at all, Senator. Since she’s a minor, the limitations on public 
disclosure are strict, as ’m sure you know.” 

“Review the charges for me again, please. I’m a little more awake now 
than I was earlier.” 

She stepped to her desk so she could read it directly from her report. 
“Loitering, solicitation, causing a public nuisance, resisting arrest...” 

“Tam NOT a prostitute!” Liberty complained loudly. 

Both adults looked at her disbelievingly. 

“Well, not much of one,” she said in a small, sad voice. 

They still didn’t look satisfied. 

“I only do it with boys I already know who are clean!” She was on the 
verge of tears as she paused for some kind of reaction from her father. 
“Really, Daddy!” 

Senator Buchanan turned back toward the sergeant. “Do you have enough 
evidence to put her in juvenile detention for awhile?” 

“T think so,” the police woman said with a gleam in her eye and a slight 
curling of her mouth that Liberty couldn’t see. 

The senator turned and looked right at his daughter, hands on his hips. “I 
thought about it very hard on the way over here, as well as anyone can think 
at one a.m.” He paused to gather his thoughts again. “I am very tired of all 
this, Liberty. It’s something new every month, sometimes every week! I just 
got a call from your last school... straight A’s, for God’s sake, and no credit!” 

Liberty wanted to crawl into a hole, but none was evident. She sat there, 
not daring to take her eyes off her father. 

“I have decided that it WILL end this time, Liberty! With the sergeant’s 
permission, I am going to offer you just ONE other option besides juvenile 
detention. You can go out to the country place to live, and Mr. Neils will start 
looking for a boarding school or camp or something that will take you, one 
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that is FAR from any city life.” 

“The country place!” Liberty wailed, incredulous. “There’s nothing there 
but cows! It’s the most boring place on the PLANET!” 

“Tt sounds like you’ve made your choice, so I’ll just go home to bed and let 
the good sergeant start processing you.” With a quick but respectful nod to 
the police woman, he added, “Good night, Sergeant.” And with those words, 
he turned and began to stride away. He almost made it to the front desk. 

“DADDY!” 

* 

The long, white luxury car cruised quickly along Interstate 95 amongst 
light Saturday morning traffic, heading south toward Baltimore and 
Washington. The steel girders of the huge bridge over the Susquehanna River 
caused the sunlight to flash on the tinted windows as Senator Buchanan 
punched a number into the mobile telephone. As an older male voice with an 
Australian accent answered, the senator touched a button on his door to 
completely close the car windows so he could hear the other clearly. 

“Good morning, Senator Buchanan residence...” the speaker said. 

“Hi, Harold. Michael.” 

“Senator! It is good to hear from you. How did your daughter’s ceremony 
go?” 

“It didn’t. They booted her for truancies. Then she got picked up by 
P.P.D. for looking like a prostitute. I had to go to the station, got home about 
two in the morning, got about four hours sleep. Anything interesting 
happening there?” 

“Nothing compared to the problem you are having. Fences have been 
mended and Mr. Caleb brought in his cows two weeks ago. The vet found no 
problems with the horses except one small cut from a nail that I was able to 
locate. The rototiller was successfully repaired and the garden is growing 
nicely. You sound like you are in the car. I trust Liberty is not alone at 
home...” 

“Not a chance! Mrs. Willis is watching her, and you know how Liberty 
feels about having a baby-sitter. But her mood is more humble after last night 
than I’ve ever seen before, so I’m going to try to make use of it. I’m on my way 
to D.C. now, and I have a hunch Ill be eating, sleeping, and breathing budget 
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amendments for the next month. I need your help, Harold.” 

“Anything that is within my abilities.” 

The large white car passed the exit to Churchville and several other small 
towns. 

“Mrs. Willis is getting her ready today, and will bring her out tomorrow, if 
you feel comfortable with the plan. I’d like her to live out there, for as long as 
this problem takes to solve. And what Id like you to do is to write to every 
boarding school, every long-term camp, every private reform facility, and 
anything else you can think of. I’ll dictate an academic and behavioral history 
and get it faxed to you soon. 

“I would be happy to help in that way. Do you want me to look into any 
state sponsored social programs?” 

“No, I want to keep it strictly private, confidential, and of course 
completely out of the papers.” 

“T understand. And you want some place that’s prepared to deal with her 
behavior problems...” 

“Yes, but it’s got to be in a completely respectful manner, and be 
challenging to her, or shell run and we'll never see her again, and that WILL 
get into the papers.” 

“Perhaps some kind of gifted children’s camp.” 

“Right. Something long-term, full-time, and far from any urban 
temptations. Make sure it’s well staffed and reputable... nothing fly-by-night 
or cult... you know what I mean.” 

“Nothing on the fringe.” 

“Exactly.” 

“And what would you like her to be doing while she’s here?” 

“As close to nothing as possible, Harold. She needs to start thinking about 
her life. And absolutely NO excursions to town with you or anyone else. Keep 
the keys to all the vehicles well secured. I don’t think she’d try getting away 
on a horse.” 

“As I remember, horses are the one thing for which she holds some fear.” 

“But maybe you can work her into helping with their feeding, cleaning the 
barn, stuff like that.” 

“Yes, excellent idea. And what about school?” 
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“She’s years ahead now, and she'll probably read everything in the house, 
including the unabridged dictionary if there’s nothing more interesting. Let’s 
not worry about that aspect. We need to find some place that will challenge 
her enough to make her want to play by the rules.” 

“With the head she has on her shoulders, she could have such a promising 
future.” 

“T couldn’t agree more, Harold.” 

The outskirts of Baltimore, Maryland were soon evident, as Senator 
Buchanan turned his mind to the upcoming budget legislation that needed 
several more amendments before it would be acceptable to him and his party 
colleagues. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 6: A Glimmer of Hope 


Ashley didn’t go back to the gym. She moped for three days. Then she 
began to picture the difficulty she faced as a huge boulder in her path. And 
boulders, she knew, could be moved, or at least chipped at, in a variety of 
ways. 

She began talking to her gym friends when she saw them at school. That 
in itself was a disillusioning process, as several no longer considered 
themselves her friends because she didn’t train in their gym. But some of the 
lower level gymnasts, most of whom Ashley hadn’t before taken the time to 
get to know, turned out to be solid companions and confidants, holding no 
bad feelings toward her because of her predicament. 

Amongst all of her friends, old and new, Ashley was able to borrow every 
gymnastics magazine available in the English language, and by the end of the 
school year her mother had helped her to write letters to every gym in the 
United States and Canada that advertised any kind of residential training 
program. 

* 

One evening in late June, after Ashley and her parents had eaten a 
pleasant dinner, she decided the time was right. 

“Hey Dad, can I show you the stuff I’ve been getting from gyms? I think 
I’ve gotten them all now, except for one that closed and I got my own letter 
back.” 
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“Sure, Ashley. Let’s take a look,” her father said, getting comfortable in his 
favorite stuffed chair in the living room. “There’s nothing I want to watch on 
the tube tonight. How about you, Mom?” he said, craning his neck toward the 
kitchen. 

“I’m just doing the dishes and finishing that sweater for your niece,” she 
said from the other room. 

Ashley ran to her bedroom and dashed back with the shoe box full of 
envelopes and papers. 

“Oh, boy, where do we start?” her father said. “Why don’t you first show 
us the one you like best?” 

“Okay! It’s this one.” She handed him an envelope that had a letter and a 
thick full-color brochure in it. 

“Hmm. Fancy place... Phoenix, Arizona... Twenty thousand square feet... 
Beginners through world class elite. It even has pictures of their gymnasts 
who have been champions... state... nationals... even the Olympics. Now lets 
take a look at the bottom line... room, board, and supervision, with elite 
optionals program, two thousand five hundred fifty dollars a month.” He 
glanced at Ashley, and realized she had no idea how that figure compared with 
their income. 

“What do you think?” the eleven-year-old asked excitedly. 

“Very nice. And I truly wish we could consider it, but we can’t. So now 
let’s take a look at the lowest priced one, shall we?” 

“T know which one that is, too.” 

“Smart girl. Hmm... over near Chicago... smaller, no names of champions 
to flash... not a great neighborhood, if I remember Chicago at all. Six student 
dorm room, basic board, clothing and spending money not included, twelve 
hundred a month.” 

At that moment his wife sat down near them on the couch, knitting basket 
in hand. He leaned back in his comfortable chair and closed his eyes to plan 
how to say what he had to say. Finally he leaned forward and hunched down 
to her level as much as he could. “Ashley, dear child, when we adopted you, 
we knew there would be expenses, especially as you got older. We thought 
about it hard, and decided we would do it with glad hearts. And you told us 
clearly that we could only have you if you could have gymnastics lessons. 
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Over the years, those lessons have gone from forty to one hundred and fifty 
dollars a month, and we have paid for them gladly, knowing how important 
they were to you. We want you to know that we would do this for you if we 
could.” And his voice became very quiet. “I’m sorry, but we can’t.” 

Ashley didn’t quite understand why, but her reaction to what her father 
told her was completely different from what she had felt after last talking to 
her coach. She knew her parents loved her, and she believed her father when 
he said they would do it if they could. She didn’t completely understand the 
stuff about certification and insurance, but she knew it felt cold and heartless. 
That night in her room, as she was putting all the letters from gyms neatly 
into one large envelope, she admitted to herself that somewhere, deep down 
inside, she had known it would be too much money. 

* 

The next day her mother suggested that one of the gyms might be willing 
to let her do a little work or assistant coaching in exchange for her tuition, and 
she could use the telephone to call some of them and find out. After six long 
distance calls, Ashley gave up on that idea. 

All of a sudden Ashley had a very grown up insight into something that 
had been happening to gymnasts for a long time. She realized that all of the 
people who wrote the articles and advice columns in the gymnastics 
magazines, and all of the coaches and judges, like her ex-coach and his wife, 
were once in training and going to meets like she had been, and then for some 
reason they decided to stop and do something else. For most of them, if she 
remembered correctly, it happened at eighteen or twenty. It was happening 
to her at eleven. 

She had an invitation to compete in the United States National Women’s 
Gymnastics Championships the following year in Miami, Florida, and her only 
resources for getting trained were her four by eight foot tumbling mat, her 
eight foot practice balance beam, and a few books and videos. She knew it 
wasn’t enough, not by a long shot. She was retiring from gymnastics, she 
realized, not out of choice, but out of necessity. 

* 

With no longer going to the gym, and then school being out, her circle of 

friends had shrunk to a very small number. But they were better friends, she 
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thought, than she had had before. They really liked being with her, and she 
really liked being with them. Three were gymnasts, but at lower levels than 
Ashley herself. Two other girls she had gotten to know after becoming the 
state champion weren’t gymnasts at all, and she was constantly surprised that 
the one she liked to spend time with the most was Julie, who was over-weight, 
smart, wore glasses, and spent most of her time in front of computers. 

One very hot July day, Ashley and Julie were racing each other to the ice 
cream stand. Julie, as always, got tired halfway there and started walking. 
Ashley stopped to walk with her. 

“You know, Ashley, I was thinking. You should put a notice on some of the 
bulletin boards, you know, about wanting to train in a good gym in exchange 
for leading warm-ups and things.” 

Ashley looked puzzled. “The only bulletin boards I know about are at the 
laundromat, the library, and the supermarket. What good would that do? I 
already know I can’t train at the only gym in town.” 

“Oh, come on, Ashley! Think globally! I mean on the Internet! There are 
boards for all kinds of sports. I never read them myself, but I’ve seen them on 
menus. People all over the WORLD are looking at those bulletin boards 
constantly, Ashley!” 

“Wow. I never thought of that. My mom and dad try to keep the phone 
bill low, so I haven’t used the Net much.” 

“I rack up a massive Internet bill every month, but it’s okay with my 
parents, just like your parents paid for your gymnastics. You could come over 
to my house, I could help you to find the right bulletin boards, and you could 
even use my net address for responses!” 

“Really? When can we do it?” 

Julie looked thoughtful. “It might go slowly, ‘cause there are some 
computer games I just have to show you. Why don’t we do it on Saturday? 
Connect time is cheaper, and you can have your ad all written up by then. But 
there is one expense.” 

“Uh oh. I knewit. What?” 

“You have to buy the ice cream!” 


Ashley giggled and they ran the last block to the snack stand together. 
* 
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Ashley didn’t sleep much that Friday night. She tossed and turned, going 
over and over in her mind the ad that her mother had helped her to draft, 
wondering if she had said each thing in the best possible way. In her groggy 
state, she would try a different phrasing of one of the sentences in her ad, and 
that would melt into a dream about the same topic as she fell asleep. 

When the sun finally rose Saturday morning, she could vaguely remember 
one dream in which she was sweeping floors in a big gym while gazing 
longingly at the apparatus, and another dream in which she was leading the 
warm-up in a class of beginning gymnasts. As she hopped out of bed, her 
mind was set on making those dreams come true. 

Waiting until the agreed upon time before dashing to Julie’s house was 
one of the hardest things Ashley had ever done. Her mother helped by 
reminding her that she had dishes to do, and pointing out that Ashley had not 
yet brushed her hair. Even so, Ashley arrived at 9:55, almost bouncing up and 
down on the door mat as Julie opened the door and was unable to hide her 
amusement at her friend’s excitement. 

As much as they had begun to enjoy each other’s company, Ashley had 
never seen Julie’s room before. She was greeted not by one computer neatly 
sitting upon a desk, as she had imagined, but by five computers of different 
shapes, sizes and ages scattered around the room, all cluttered and piled with 
books, toys, dolls, pencils, and other things. The walls were covered with 
virtual reality and holographic posters, and on shelves there perched color 
organs and strobe lights amongst more dolls and books. 

“Jeez,” commented Ashley, whose personal time, as well as most spare 
family spending money, had gone into gymnastics for so much of her life, 
“where did you get all this stuff?” 

Julie giggled with pride. “This one,” she said, removing the junk from one 
fairly new computer, “is my gaming machine. Four thousand pixels 
resolution, one gigahertz dual processors, two gigabytes of memory. It’s not 
the latest thing, but it'll run most game software.” 

Ashley watched with big round eyes as Julie invoked some three-D 
animation to show off the machine’s capabilities. A winged fairy dashed in 
and out of forest groves and caves as Julie used a joy stick to control the flying 
creature’s movements. 
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“And this one,” Julie said, going to another machine and moving some 
books, “is my programming machine. Not as good a screen, but it’s got four 
gigabytes of memory and quad processors. I can run the latest version of 
General Knowledge Processor without using the disk for virtual memory. 
That’s smooth!” 

“Uh... yeah!” Ashley agreed, vaguely remembering that her father’s 
computer contained only a small fraction of the computing power that was 
sitting on the table in front of her. 

“But here’s what you want,” Julie said as she moved a stuffed snake that 
was wrapped around another computer. “This is the one with the mega-baud 
modem, and it'll do anything the Net could ask for.” She sat down and started 
to rattle the keys. “We can go into any public network nodes we want to, and 
I’ve put my access codes for CompuBase, PlatoNet, and InfoService into it, so 
it can pass all doors protected with those codes.” 

“Network nodes?” Ashley parroted, confused. 

“Yeah, it’s like a spider web that goes all over the world, and each node is a 
computer that’s set up to provide some kind of service. Most nodes have 
bulletin boards, where people can post notices, download programs and files, 
and stuff like that.” 

“And what did you say about doors?” Ashley said, trying very hard to 
understand. 

“Doors are places you can’t go past unless you have the right keys. There 
are nodes you have to pay to use. And there are nodes and whole networks of 
nodes that are private.” 

“How many... um, nodes, are there?” 

“About a hundred million, I think. ‘Course lots of those are private, and a 
bunch are in other languages. We only have to worry about ten million or so.” 

“How could we ever find a bulletin board on gymnastics if we have to look 
through ten million computers...?” Ashley said with a hopeless tone. 

“Fear not! That’s where the Net Searcher comes in. But first we have to 
decide exactly what key words we want to use. It can look up a hundred of 
them just as fast as one.” 

“Just gymnastics I guess.” 

“Do you want to search the whole world? I bet it’s not called that in some 
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languages!” 

“The whole world...?” Ashley pondered, slowly absorbing the implications 
of finding a gym in Russia or China that wanted her. “I don’t think my 
parents could afford plane tickets to somewhere overseas...” 

“Then how about just North America. That will keep my connect bill 
down, too. And that’s only three languages.” 

“Three languages?” Ashley said, confused. 

“Yeah, dim wit, don’t you know that there are three different major 
languages spoken on our continent? English, Spanish, and French.” 

“French? Oh, yeah, I forgot about Quebec.” 

“And Haiti,” Julie said as she rolled her chair over to her programming 
computer. “So now we ask G.K.P. what gymnastics is in those languages.” 
She rattled the keys for a moment. “And we get gimnastica and 
gymnastique.” 

Ashley grabbed a pad of paper and a pencil and wrote down the words on 
the screen as Julie rolled her chair back over to the network machine. “Okay, 
so I'll define the node search parameters first so we’re only doing North 
America... there, that was easy. Now Ill define the depth of the search so that 
it just looks at the menus at each node... like this. It could read every public 
notice on the boards looking for the key words, but that would be a waste.” 

Ashley thought for a moment. “Uh... yeah.” 

Julie went on tapping at the keys. “And now it wants the key words. You 
check and make sure I spell ‘em right. It would be a total bomb if it searched 
the whole continent for G-Y-N-M-E-S-T-I-K-S or something equally 
demented!” 

Both girls giggled at the thought of the computer searching diligently for 
the wrong spelling. “How long will it take?” Ashley asked as soon as she quit 
laughing. 

“Don’t know. It'll tell us as soon as it starts. Are they right?” 

Ashley peered at the three forms of the word that Julie had typed onto the 
screen, comparing them to the note pad. “Yep!” 

“Do it, machine!” Julie commanded as she pressed a key. “As soon as it 
makes the first meta-node connection and samples the network load, it 
estimates the time it will take... there, twelve minutes, ten seconds.” 
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“To search ten million nodes!” Ashley said, incredulous. 

“Yep. There are indexes, but they're expensive to use. Or we could do it by 
hand if you want. You might find a gym by the time you're seventy-five!” 

Both giggled again, and Julie drew Ashley over to the gaming computer for 
some entertainment. Within ten minutes Ashley was hooked on Spider’s Lair, 
and Julie thoroughly enjoyed watching Ashley solve the same mazes she had 
mastered at age seven. Before they knew it, the network computer had 
finished it’s task. 

“The information you requested is ready, Julie,” the computer said. 

Ashley jumped up and looked around the room, wondering who had 
spoken. When she realized her mistake, she grinned with embarrassment. 
“My dad’s computer doesn’t talk.” 

Julie smiled. “Well, well. Eleven gymnastics bulletin boards, one for each 
year of how old we are!” 

“And look!” Ashley said, pointing. “You were right. One in Spanish, and 
one in French!” 

“Yeah, Mexico City and Montreal. Did you bring your ad?” 

“My mom helped, so all the spelling and everything should be right,” 
Ashley said, digging the folded piece of paper out of her pocket. Julie typed it 
in, added her network address for responses, and they both checked it over for 
mistakes. Ashley looked at it proudly. 


Champion Seeks Elite Training 

Iam Ashley Riddle, the South Dakota Women’s Gymnastics Champion. I 
am 11 years old now, I lost my parents when I was 8, and the people who 
adopted me can't afford the cost of a residential training program in another 
city. I am ready to begin elite training for next year’s National 
Championships in Miami, but our gym doesn’t have an elite program. I 
would like to do chores, lead warm-ups, teach beginners, and things like that 
to pay for my room and board at a gym that has an elite program. I get 
good grades and don’t get in any kind of trouble. Please send responses to 
JulieMK @SouthDakota.net. Thank you! 


Ashley watched as Julie accessed each of the network bulletin boards that 
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the search program had found, and posted the notice on each of them. 

“That’s all you have to do?” 

“That’s all! People are literally starting to see it right now, this very 
minute.” 

“How long will it take to get responses?” 

“Someone could respond in five minutes, I suppose. But most people I 
know who cruise the bulletin boards do it once or twice a week. In a week or 
two, most people will have seen it who are going to. I’ll check my net mail 
every day, and call you instantly when you get one!” 

“Promise?” 

“Promise! Want to play some more Spider’s Lair?” 

“Sure!” 

* 

The responses filtered in over the next ten or eleven days, and Julie 
printed out each one for Ashley to read. They were all a variation on I’m 
sorry, but we get hundreds of requests for scholarships every year, and only 
offer 5 such positions, and those are filled for both this year and next year. 
We wish you luck in your search for elite training. 

Ashley’s spirits slowly sank as the days ticked by and she read each 
response. The responses trailed off during the second week, as Julie had 
predicted, and when fifteen days had passed, Ashley quit asking Julie about 
new responses. 

They stayed friends, played computer games together, and ate ice cream 
whenever they had the spare pocket money. But the boulder was still there in 
Ashley’s path, and it had not yet yielded to any of her efforts. 

During the next couple of weeks, Julie noticed that the smile faded from 
Ashley’s face, and the bounce disappeared from her friend’s walk. Try as she 
might, Julie could not coax Ashley into racing with her anywhere. But they 
continued to spend time together, and often Julie would just sit quietly, 
wondering what her friend was feeling, as Ashley gazed off into space. 

It was not until the twenty-eighth day after they had posted the ads on the 
Internet, in almost the middle of August, when Julie found a brief message for 
Ashley in her mail. 
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TO: Ashley Riddle c/o JulieMK @SouthDakota.net 
FROM: Claudia292 @ UnitedNations.net 

DATE: 13 August 

TIME: 07:23:30 

Dear Ashley Riddle, 


I know of a place that has a small gymnastics program that may fit your 
needs. It is not a typical gym, and you will have to decide for yourself if it is 
the kind of place you would like. To find out about it, call 800-592-3861, and 
ask for information for prospective members. 

Best wishes, 
Claudia 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 7: Many Questions 


June 23rd 
Dear Brother Jacob, 

I have some good news! Even though my mom would never, ever, say 
anything that went against my dad, not even to someone else, she’s putting 
all my mail directly into one of my desk drawers, instead of letting it lay 
around where my dad might see it. I’m thanking her by doing the dishes 
more than I have to and stuff like that. But let’s keep going with the pen pal 
routine, just in case. I’m sure glad you've figured out some way to mail 
things from New York. 

I finished reading the Guidebook as soon as I got it. I’ve only seen the 
Welcome Center, the Main Lobby, and the Lodge. I thought I'd seen a lot, but 
now I know I’ve barely seen anything! Most of all, I’m really looking 
forward to seeing the Ecumenical Temple and the inspirational services that 
are held there. But I must admit I’m also curious about the Planetarium 
Theater. I love science videos, but I don’t get to see them very often. Science 
is looking at the same universe that God created, don’t you think? 

Ive just started the Overview of the Lyceum Constitution. That idea 
about not naming anything after someone is really interesting. I bet you get 
people all the time trying to do it anyway, especially when they give you 
some money. It happens all the time in our church. But if someone wants 
their name stuck on something, they’re asking to get their reward here on 
Earth, instead of in Heaven. Do you know what I mean? 

I was really surprised when I read that no one can buy a membership to 
Lyceum, for any amount of money. That’s really strange. My dad wouldn't 
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like that. How can you make any money that way? Money can get you just 
about anything in our church. 

Getting the books and letters and things from you and Sarah was the 
nicest part of my seventeenth birthday. They had a cake for me at church, 
and my dad gave me some new clothes and a hundred dollars, but... 
something was missing. I’m not sure what. Probably something I have to 
find for myself someday. 

Sincerely, 
Shawn Mitchell 


Dear Sarah, 

Thanks for the origami things you made! I put them on my bulletin 
board. How’s summer out there in the Pacific Northwest? It’s really hot and 
muggy here. I get to go up to Vermont in August for a Bible Camp. It’s a lot 
cooler there. 

I’m going to make a copy of one of my space travel disks for you, as soon 
as I decide which one I think you'd like best. I have to keep them hidden deep 
down in my bottom drawer, and I can only play them at school or at the 
library ‘cause my dad doesn’t like stuff like that. When is your birthday? 

I’m glad you don’t blame me for what my dad did, but I still feel 
ashamed. And it sure is great that you have people you can talk to. You said 
Sister Rachael was your mentor. Is that like a teacher and counselor sort of 
person? There was a mentoring program in our church once, but you had to 
be ‘at risk’ to get a mentor, and you had to be 30 or older to be a mentor. 
One of my friends had one, and he said they were more like cops, and he 
didn’t do it for long. 

I read a booklet all about people with insomnia. I didn’t realize it was so 
common. I learned that people with insomnia more often do charity and 
church work than other people. I bet my dad wouldn't believe that! 

Hey, happy Pentecost! You guys celebrate Pentecost, don’t you? 

Your friend, 
Shawn 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 8: Perseverance Rewarded 


School had started by the time Ashley received the large blue envelope in 
the mail. She found it on the kitchen table, beside the snack her mother 
always fixed for her. Crunching on a celery stick, she tore open the envelope 
and spread the large book, smaller book, brochure, and letter out on the table 
in front of her. 

Her eyes were immediately drawn to the small book called The Recreation 
Center At Lyceum. She looked at the pictures of a swimming pool with high 
and low diving boards, short and long slides, and people of all ages having 
fun, and the Ashley Riddle grin began to creep onto her face for the first time 
in weeks. She turned the page and found pictures of outdoor jogging and 
fitness trails, with all kinds of obstacle course equipment along them, just like 
at her school, only more and better. 

The next page revealed a huge circular dance floor with seats all around it 
and ballet dancers performing. Smaller pictures on the same page showed the 
same polished wood floor, one with roller skaters, the other with tumbling 
mats and gymnasts. Ashley’s pulse quickened. 

When she turned the page once more, she stopped and gazed in wonder. 
In the large gym before her, she could see all of the women’s gymnastics 
apparatus, and the rings, high bar, pummel horse, and parallel bars that men 
used. Off to one side she could see weight lifting equipment, trampolines, and 
climbing ropes. In the center of it all was the large tumbling floor. And she 
saw with happiness that many of the people in this wonderful gym were 
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young, her age and even younger. 
After staring at the fantastic gym for a long time, she decided she should 
read the letter that came with the books before she got her hopes too high. 


August 28th 
Dear Ashley, 

Thank you for calling about Lyceum. My name is Heather, and I 
understand you are a champion gymnast and are interested in membership. 
I thought you'd like to see and read more about the Recreation Center, so I 
sent you a book that tells all about it. 

Among our members, we have about ten who are pretty serious 
gymnasts, and another twenty-five or thirty who do it less seriously. One of 
our girls placed third in the Oregon State Championships last year. She and 
one other are currently training at the elite level to prepare for the National 
Championships. 

But in order to become a member of Lyceum, you must have some 
uncommon qualities. These are explained in detail in the enclosed book. You 
and your parents should read all of the things I sent you. It has to be okay 
with your parents for you to become a member of Lyceum. After reading 
everything, if you think Lyceum is for you, write back and ask me any 
questions you or your parents have. 

Sincerely, 
Sister Heather 


For the next few hours, Ashley munched on carrot sticks and looked at the 
scenes in the books and the brochure. She read the text whenever it seemed 
to apply to her interests, and she peered at pictures of cozy Residence Hall 
rooms, at good food being served in the Dining Hall, and at interesting 
classrooms for kids of different ages. Her eyes grew big when she came to 
pictures of young people helping to care for gardens, sweep walkways, or wash 
dishes. 

But often she went back to the book about the Recreation Center and 
looked longingly at the spacious gym. By reading, she learned that they would 
sometimes set up the gymnastics apparatus on the big circular dance floor for 
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an exhibition or to host a gymnastics meet. 
* 

A sense of happiness began to return to Ashley’s heart. The boulder in her 
path had just started to move, and she had every intention of seeing it 
completely rolled away and smashed to pieces. That evening after dinner, 
Ashley again asked her father if he had time to look at some new papers. 

“Well, Ashley, let’s not get our hopes up again until we know if we can 
afford it or not. Have you figured out the cost of this new place yet?” 

“Nothing,” she said with a smirk. 

“Nothing?” he said, looking at her disbelievingly. 

“Except... train fare to get there and back,” she said, fidgeting with 
excitement. 

He was silent for a moment. “Well, I guess I’d better look at it. Can’t 
complain about the cost, at least.” 

She ran to her room and quickly returned with the books and letter. 

“Well... it will take your mom and I quite a while to get through all this.” 

“That’s okay,” she said, not really telling the truth, knowing it would be 
some of the most difficult hours of her life. “It took me a long time too. I'll go 
do my homework. Thanks, Dad!” 

* 

Ashley did her homework very slowly that evening, as her thoughts kept 
drifting back to the well-equipped gym and the other images she could see in 
her mind clearly whenever she closed her eyes. About every half hour she 
went to the kitchen for a glass of water, walking slowly past the living room to 
try to get some idea of what her parents were thinking. She could tell they 
were reading it all thoroughly, as she heard them talking about things she 
didn’t even know herself. 

“Once she’s a member, she’d even get all her train or plane fares paid for,” 
her father noticed. 

“It says here that each person is free to practice their own religion, and 
they’ve got a Catholic chapel she can use any time she wants, and a priest says 
Mass once a week,” her mother said. 

Her parents finally went to bed about midnight, and when Ashley got up in 
the middle of the night to use the toilet, she peeked into the living room and 
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could see the books still spread out on the coffee table. She realized that it 
might take them several days to decide. With a sigh, she returned to bed, 
wondering how she would survive the wait. 

* 

Julie was the only person, other than her parents, whom Ashley chose to 
tell about Lyceum. She imagined showing up at the National Championships, 
with all the Rapid City coaches and gymnasts wondering how she did it. To 
accomplish that fantasy, she knew that none of her gymnast friends should 
know about her find. And, she admitted to herself, there weren’t many of 
them who deserved to know. 

That Friday at school, Julie invited Ashley to eat dinner at her house, play 
computer games, and spend the night. Both of them were becoming aware 
that if Lyceum, or any other residential gym, worked out for Ashley, they 
wouldn’t be seeing much of each other. Also, Ashley thought that spending 
the night at Julie’s would give her parents the chance to make a final decision. 

* 

When Ashley arrived home from her friend’s house at about noon on 
Saturday, her mother was on the telephone, taking notes on a pad of paper. 
Ashley listened while she set the table for lunch. 

“... Yes... Thank you so much for looking into it for me... Yes, we’re here in 
the Rapid City Parish, in South Dakota... Right, that’s the place. You know of 
it? I’m so glad... uh huh... uh huh... I see... You do? Well, that’s good to 
hear... uh huh... And you’ve never had any problems?... uh huh... uh huh... He 
does? Well, if that isn’t a recommendation, I don’t know what is!... Yes, I 
agree completely... Yes, thank you very much. Good-bye!” 

“Hi, Mom! Does it look good? For me going to Lyceum, I mean?” 

“Your dad and I have been writing down some questions we feel you need 
to think about before you write back to them. We'll share them with you after 
lunch.” 

“Okay. Should I set out bowls?” 

“Yes. We're having tomato soup.” 

“Yum! I love tomato soup!” 

As soon as lunch was over and she had cleared the table and done the 
dishes, Ashley presented herself for questioning by sitting cross-legged on the 
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living room floor across the coffee table from her father’s big chair. He sat 
down, and his wife sat near him on the couch. 

“Ashley, Honey, our biggest question is the one we would have to ask no 
matter where you found a residential program that would take you. Most kids 
don’t leave home until they’re sixteen or eighteen. You're eleven...” 

“Almost twelve,” Ashley interjected. 

“Yes, almost twelve. Do you think you’re ready to live away from home 
most of the year?” 

Ashley hadn’t anticipated that question. She and Julie had rehearsed 
many other questions, but not that one. She looked at the carpet for a while, 
biting her lip. Then she realized what she had to do. 

“Dad, Mom, I want you to know what my biggest dream is. It’s been my 
biggest dream for years. It’s not to be the best gymnast in the world or 
anything like that. It’s to travel, all over the world, everywhere I can, and 
learn to speak lots of languages. Gymnastics helped me get to Sioux Falls, and 
it will take me to Miami, Florida, if I can get training. Maybe it will help me 
get to other places, too. And if Lyceum will take me, I'll get to live in Oregon, 
and see all the things between here and there. But I love you guys, and I like 
Julie a lot, and it'll be really hard to leave.” 

Her parents of the last three years looked at each other, both realizing that 
they were experiencing one of the hardest moments in raising a child. 

“Okay,” her father went on. “How do you feel about being assigned chores 
that you will have to do, and do well...” 

The rest of the questions were easy, and Ashley answered them 
confidently. When her father had finished asking all the questions that he and 
his wife had written down, the two parents went on a walk together, leaving 
Ashley to clean her room. 

* 

They ambled down the block and around the corner before they began to 
speak. 

“She’s not going to find the training she wants any other way, is she?” he 
said. 

“Not that I can see,” his wife replied. “And I looked into a number of 
things I never even told her about.” 
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“Yeah, I made some calls too. There’s a sponsorship program in St. Louis, 
but it’s got a two year waiting list.” 

They walked silently for awhile. 

“I was praying this morning to know what to do,” she said. “Then the 
Portland archdiocese office returned my call. I don’t think I’ve ever had a 
prayer answered so clearly... except when you asked me to marry you.” 

He looked at her with a loving smile on his face, and they wandered 
around another corner. 

“I was still playing with stuffed animals and toy trains when I turned 
twelve,” he admitted. 

“I was inseparable from my dolls,” she said with a reminiscent smile. 

“And... Ashley isn’t our stock. I knew she was made of stern stuff the day 
we met her. We've been entrusted with something... greater than ourselves, 
haven’t we, Honey?” 

“T never thought I’d know so well how Mother Mary must have felt...” 

* 

As Ashley poked around in her room while her parents were on their walk, 
half-heartedly tidying and organizing, she started wondering what she would 
be able to take with her, and what she would have to leave behind. She was 
thinking about the difficulty of taking her tumbling mat, her practice balance 
beam, and her bicycle when she heard the door open and recognized her 
mother’s voice. She dashed back to the living room and sat on the floor to 
await their decision. 

“Tt’s okay with us if you apply,” was all her father said. 

Ashley hopped up and practically jumped into their laps, hugging and 
kissing them. Even though both parents were harboring very mixed feelings 
about the idea of letting their daughter live in another state, her excitement 
was infectious, and they were soon laughing and smiling along with her. 


* 


September 13th 
Dear Sister Heather, 
Me and my parents have read and looked at all the stuff you sent. My 
parents thought about it for several days, and asked me lots of questions. I 
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thought about it a lot too. 
Id like to become a member of Lyceum as soon as I can. I think I'll love it 
there, and I think I’m mature enough. 
Please write back and tell me what else I have to do to join. 
Sincerely, 
Ashley Riddle 


* 


September 25th 
Dear Ashley, 

Your confidence and determination are very refreshing. We usually get 
dozens of questions before a person decides, but it’s also true that the 
answers to most of the questions we get are in the books, and so I 
compliment you and your parents on reading the printed material so 
thoroughly. 

I have enclosed some more information about Lyceum for you and your 
parents to read, and some papers to fill out. The pink ones have to be done 
by your parents, and their signatures notarized. 

We host evaluation weeks for prospective members twice a year, and the 
next one is December 10th through 18th. That may necessitate you missing 
some school, so you may want to get your work done early. As soon as I get 
the papers back, I'll put you on the list for that week. Let us know how and 
when you'll be arriving so we can arrange local transfers. 

I trust you will do your very best in school and keep yourself in good 
shape at the gym until I see you! 

Sincerely, 
Sister Heather 


* 


It took Ashley several days to work up the courage to go back to the gym. 
But the thought of disappointing Sister Heather and ruining her chances of 
getting into Lyceum was even more dreadful. It turned out that thinking 
about it was the only hard part, and the coaches and most of the gymnasts 
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were glad to see her. She could tell that the coaches felt badly about what had 
happened. 

Ashley made no attempt to rekindle friendships with the gymnasts who 
had snubbed her earlier in the year. She had plenty of new friends, and 
important plans for the future. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 9: A Taste of Bitter Realities 


Fall came early that year to the Pennsylvania countryside. By September, 
the days were rainy and gloomy, the wind was blowing, and the deciduous 
trees were losing their leaves. 

The Buchanan country house, even though it could easily be described as 
an attractive and well maintained neo-colonial home in a pristine rural 
setting, on this particular fall day had taken on the somber mood of the girl 
silhouetted in one of the dormer windows, who surveyed the soggy pastures 
and corrals, the dripping horse barn, and the sad trees rapidly losing their 
foliage. 

As she continued to sit in the cozy dormer nook, which was carpeted and 
almost crowded with pillows, Liberty sighed and picked up the novel she had 
been reading. The warmly furnished and decorated bedroom behind her was 
not overly large, but was definitely not lacking in any of the comforts and 
accessories of adolescence. But neither did much of it appear to get any use — 
the computer keyboard was still in a plastic bag, the painting easel was empty, 
a large and intricate doll house kit remained unopened. 

Something moving outside caught Liberty’s eye. She looked out to see a 
man walking up the otherwise empty gravel driveway, protecting a bundle 
under his raincoat. 

Liberty immediately set down her book and hopped out of the dormer, 
padded across the room in stocking feet, down the carpeted stairs to the 
middle floor of the house, past her father’s bedroom, down more stairs to the 
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large living room that was a pleasant mixture of plush and rustic, and plopped 
her tall adolescent body onto the long, deeply padded couch, grabbing a 
magazine from the nearby coffee table almost before she had landed. 

The front door opened and the tall man stepped in and began peeling his 
rain gear and trench coat. In the process he revealed a large bundle of mail 
that he had been protecting from the rain. His gray hair was neatly cut and 
groomed in a short and conservative style, and his clothes fit the dignity he 
brought to his caretaker position at the Buchanan country house. 

“Well, well. We've got our first responses to my inquiries. They did take 
their time...” he said as he began to leaf through the mail. 

“So...?” Liberty said from the couch with a tone of pouting sarcasm. 

He sat on the matching chair across the coffee table from Liberty. “They 
are of no importance to you, I guess. As I understand it, you are welcome to 
live here until you are eighteen years old, if you prefer.” 

“Dad wouldn’t let me just wither away with boredom here!” she snapped. 
When the man said nothing, she added, “Would he?” 

After looking at Liberty with raised eyebrows for a long moment, he said, 
“Perhaps you'd like to take a look at these with me...?” 

She sat up, tossed the magazine back on the table, and propped her chin in 
her hands as she stared at the pile of mail. 

He opened the first letter and began to read. “Dear Mr. Neils. Your 
charge does not sound appropriate to our program. You may wish to look into 
the following reform schools...” 

“Shit!” Liberty said in a voice of despair, close to tears. “They’re all gonna 
be like that!” 

“Now, you must have patience,” Mr. Neils said, opening another. “This 
could be one of the most important decisions of your life. Look at this. ‘Dear 
Mr. Neils. Liberty sounds like a very strong and energetic person. 
Unfortunately our enrollment is full, with a waiting list that averages about 
two years.” 

“Two years!” she moaned, flopping back on the couch and starting to cry. 
The caretaker walked around to the couch, sat beside her, and gathered her 
into his arms. 

“Here, here, young one. We'll work on this thing together until we find a 
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place that’s right for you...” 

Between deep, heart-rending sobs, she gasped out, “...there’s no place in 
the world for me... ’m never going to be anything... it’s no use even trying... I 
hate this place...” 

The older man just held her close, not knowing what to say, or maybe in 
his years having the wisdom to know when to say nothing. His eyes showed 
that he was fully aware of the depth of her pain. 

Many minutes later, when she had finally relaxed and was sitting up 
wiping at her face with a piece of tissue, the caretaker began to speak softly. 
“The last time I helped to guide a young person through this time of life was 
many years ago. But I knew the young person very well. He was my son. I 
remember him speaking some of the same words. I probably spoke them 
once myself. My son had much less to work with than you have. We were 
poor, and public school was his only opportunity for an education. He barely 
squeaked by with C’s and D’s. He was convinced for years that he could make 
something of his life with a basketball scholarship. Eventually he discovered 
that scholarships were fewer and farther between than he had thought.” 

“What did he do, I mean when he felt like I do?” Liberty asked. 

“He would go and sit under his favorite bridge, overlooking a junkyard as I 
remember. He would sit there for hours, tossing stones at things, and trying 
to understand how this world of ours works. He was never able to learn from 
anyone else, not from me, not from other people, not from books. He had to 
make all his own mistakes.” 

“I learn plenty of things from books,” Liberty said, starting to gain some 
distance from her own immediate feelings. 

“Yes, Miss Liberty, you have many times his endowment of gray matter. 
For a long time I felt badly for him. At sixteen he decided he had nothing 
more to learn. At sixty, I’m still learning new things every day! After a long 
time I finally quit feeling guilty. He has made his choices, and I have made 
mine.” 

“Then what did he do?” 

“On the occasions he was employed, it was usually pumping gasoline. Of 
course he found himself a lady and soon had the added burden of three 
children. Today he is a mechanic, but for awhile the only work he was offered 
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was stamping out license plates, if you take my meaning. Since they caught 
up with him, half his income goes to support his children, who live with their 
mother. They rarely get to see their father.” 

“Gosh...” She was silent for a long time, rolling around in her mind the 
differences between herself and the older man’s son. “That’s sure a lot to 
think about.” 

“T hope it is of some use to you.” 

“There was a bridge I used to sit under in Philly. Now sometimes I like to 
think in the barn. After you asked me to start feeding the horses so you could 
do your extra paperwork, I discovered I like the sounds the horses make and 
the smell of the hay. I think Id like go out there now, if it’s okay with you.” 

“That would be fine. I need to start dinner cooking and finish tuning the 
truck.” 

Liberty slowly rose and walked to the front door. “Mr. Neils?” 

“Yes?” 

“Thanks.” 

“Thank you for your willingness to listen to another’s experience.” 

Liberty smiled weakly, slipped into a raincoat, and headed for the barn. 

* 

As she stepped inside and threw back the hood of her coat, she could hear 
the rain tapping softly on the roof, and the sound was comforting. The dim 
light and sweet smell of hay and molasses made Liberty feel safe. All three 
horses were inside, and they made soft snorting noises to acknowledge her 
arrival. One of them stretched its neck over the stall fence toward her. 

“Hi, Mandy,” she said, reaching up to scratch the tall Morgan behind the 
ears. “I’ve got problems.” She wondered how to put her problems into words, 
but looking into one of the unfathomable black eyes of the large animal 
seemed to take the words right out of her mind, and left her with the feeling 
that her problems, whatever they were, were probably pretty small. “Life’s 
simple for you guys, isn’t it? No grades, no cops, no mail to open. Eat, sleep, 
run in the grass...” 

Another horse leaned over the wall for attention. “Hi, Chelsea. Oh, I know 
what you guys are thinking! You think it’s goodie time. Okay.” She gave 
them a last pat on their necks, and scooped some molasses-covered grain out 
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of a barrel and sprinkled it over their alfalfa. “How’s that?” 

All three horses were soon busy working the sweet grains out of their feed 
boxes. “Just like candy, isn’t it?” She sat down on a stool and propped her 
chin in her hands. “Guess I could be like Mr. Neils’ son. No brains, no 
money. Or like his wife — no brains, no money, and three kids. Yuk! No 
thank you. I’d rather eat grain and hay with you guys and run in the grass. 
Dad would let me. He’d call a shrink, too.” 

After sitting and considering the plight of the caretaker’s son for awhile, 
she shook it out of her mind and looked around. “This place is a pit!” She 
stood up, grabbed the broom, and started sweeping. One of the horses soon 
finished with the grain and stretched for more attention. “That’s it, I could go 
crazy, make my dad spend tons of money on shrinks, get committed to a 
mental hospital, and then life would be simple.” 

Chelsea snorted. 

“Yeah, you're right. Total cop out. No freedom, no challenges. And the 
shrinks would get all the money, instead of me.” The floor was now clean, so 
she began organizing the tack and tools hanging on the wall. 

“T could run away. I’ve got about two grand in the bank. That would last 
me a month or two. Then I could be a prostitute or something.” Mandy had 
replaced Chelsea, and caught Liberty’s attention with a soft neighing sound. 
“That’s true. Glad you mentioned it. I’d have a retro-virus in no time, with 
three to five years to live. Scrap that idea!” 

During the following two hours, Liberty cleaned and tidied every corner of 
the small barn, sharing her thoughts and frustrations out loud with the horses 
as she did so. Her last effort was to restack some of the alfalfa bails that had 
toppled, which took every ounce of her strength, but she was determined to 
get them straight. In triumph, she climbed onto the bails and laid down, 
staring at the rafters over her head. 

Without the distraction of the work she had been doing, the feelings of 
uselessness and despair soon started to return. She began to cry softly to 


herself, and as the light faded into evening, she fell into a fitful sleep. 
* Oe OK 
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Chapter 10: Thoughtful Questions 


September 10th 
Dear Brother Jacob, 

Bible camp was fun, I guess. I had some very inspiring walks alone in 
the woods. I found a beautiful little place in the trees where I could go to 
pray. 

But something was wrong. They always have a time to ask questions 
after a lesson or story, but I think I was asking questions that made them 
uncomfortable. I figured out that they only wanted you to ask questions 
like: What did Jesus do after he healed the leper? I was asking questions 
like: Did Jesus use scientific knowledge or a miracle from Heaven to heal the 
leper? I figured it out after a few days, and started keeping the real 
questions to myself. 

What happens at Lyceum if someone believes something different than 
everyone else, or different than the Bible? And I was wondering which Bible 
you use. One girl at the camp said she had read something in the Gospel of 
Thomas. There’s no such gospel in my Bible. They quit calling on her at 
sharing time, and then her parents picked her up the next day, even though 
camp wasn't quite half over. I asked my dad about it when I got home, but 
he said there was no such thing. 

I found a book on phenomenology at the library, like you suggested. 
Interesting! I knew science had trouble handling religious ideas, and 
religion doesn’ do science very well either. It’s nice to know something tries 
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to get at the truth, no matter where it leads. Thanks for the tip! I didn’t 
check it out — I’m just going to read it when I’m at the library. You 
understand, I hope. 

I'd love to learn more about how you select members. I bet it’s tricky. I 
know that measuring intelligence is hard enough. Measuring emotional 
maturity and ethical development must be really hard! How many people 
ask to be members, and how many do you accept? I’ve seen my dad talk to 
people who were interested in joining our church, and he would ask them 
questions like where they work, and do they have any relatives in the church, 
and do they have a normal family life, and do they accept the Bible as the 
word of God. And I know he looks closely at how they dress. Did you really 
turn down a ten million dollar donation once? 

Even though I have school, and church activities three times a week, 
sometimes I feel really lonely. Sometimes I wonder if there are any other 
young people out there who think like me, who wonder if we really know as 
much about things as we think we do. I know that probably sounds weird, 
but every time I see someone act like they know everything, it makes me feel 
really sad. 

Sincerely, 
Shawn Mitchell 


Dear Sarah, 

Yes, I'd love to see a picture of your garden! I wanted to grow 
strawberries once, but my dad said the gardener wouldn't like it. He 
entertains people in the back yard a lot, and wants it to look perfect. I 
remember reading that everyone at Lyceum has a garden. That sounds like 
fun! 

I’m glad you liked the maple sugar candies I sent you from Vermont. 
There were so many different shapes and colors, it was hard to decide! 

I have mostly easy classes this year, ‘cause I already took all the hard 
classes last year and the year before, and they wouldn't let me take them 
again. I’m going to try to get all good grades. Are you in the third grade 
this year? Sometimes I help with the Sunday School classes at church — but 
somehow I can’t picture you in with the third graders. 
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Do you celebrate Halloween? My dad says it’s pagan, and I could never 
go trick-or-treating when I was little. But he let me hand out cards with 
Bible verses on them when kids came to the door. 


Your friend, 
Shawn 


x Ok OK 
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Chapter 11: The Large Blue Envelope 


Snowflakes were falling slowly through the thin winter daylight outside the 
barn. In the large indoor stall the three brown horses were intent on their 
feed boxes, newly stocked with alfalfa and grain. Liberty’s long black hair 
bobbed amongst the horses, sometimes behind, sometimes between two of 
them, the large brush in her hand working over their shaggy winter coats. 

Two of the horses, between which Liberty was currently standing, 
suddenly moved closer together. Her elbows quickly went into action, and her 
feet danced to avoid their hooves. “Move over, you big lunks!” 

A few minutes later the door to the barn opened and Mr. Neils the 
caretaker stepped in, wearing a heavy parka. 

“Hi, Harold! Pfu. Boy, I’m glad I’m not allergic to horse hair!” 

“Miss Liberty, I am continually amazed at how tidy you are keeping the 
barn and what good care the horses are receiving.” 

“Keeps me from getting too bored. No, Chelsea! I like my hair the length 
it is, thank you!” 

Mr. Neils couldn’t suppress a chuckle. 

“There, you guys are brushed, and I’m not going to do it every time you see 
me! Hand me that can of salve, please Harold. Penny’s got a scratch.” 

“Hmm. We'll have to walk the fences as soon as the weather improves a 
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bit and look for loose wire.” 

“Yeah. Doesn’t look like anything bigger than fence wire.” 

“By the way, I’ve got the mail. Would you like to do the honors?” 

Climbing over the stall fence and hanging up her brush, Liberty replied 
with routine excitement, “Sure! And I’m starved! What’s cooking?” 

“You don’t want to go back to hay and grain?” 

She snickered. “You’re going to remind me about that for the rest of my 
life, aren’t you Harold? I only did it for three days!” 

“Actually, I don’t think Ill need to remind you. I have a hunch that every 
time you start losing your perspective, you'll remember those three days of 
sleeping in the barn, running barefoot in the snow, and nearly starving to 
death while chewing desperately on alfalfa. I’ve got a meatloaf in the oven 
and some potatoes baking.” 

They both pulled up their hoods and trudged through the snow toward the 
house. Inside, as they peeled their coats and sweaters, the caretaker handed 
Liberty the bundle of mail he had been protecting from the snow and then 
headed for the attached kitchen, pausing to brush some crumbs off the dining 
table, where an ample bowl of fruit and two place settings awaited the next 
meal. 

Liberty plopped down on the couch and began looking at the large and 
small envelopes. She selected a small one and ripped it open. With a 
sarcastic voice, she read out loud, “‘Dear Mr. Neils. I’m sorry to inform you 
that we do not accept delinquents into our nationally acclaimed program...” 
She grabbed another one and opened it. “Dear Mr. Neils. In order to 
determine if we can provide services for Miss Liberty Buchanan, we must have 
a five-axis diagnosis from a licensed Psychiatrist on form 23-03...” 

“Any luck?” he called from the kitchen. 

“Negative, unless you want to send me to a funny farm. I'll add them to 
the pile.” She placed the letters and envelopes on an already thick stack of 
opened rejection letters, and looked at the mail again. A large blue envelope 
caught her eye, and a wrinkle of curiosity appeared on her face. “This is 
addressed to me...?” She pulled a letter and a large spiral bound book out of 
the envelope. The book looked like it contained a good hundred pages. She 
leaned back on the couch and began to read to herself. 
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November 12th 
Dear Liberty, 

I am addressing this directly to you because we do not accept 
applications from third parties. I have read the brief description of your 
background that was sent by Mr. Neils, and find you an interesting person. 
I have enclosed a book that describes our facilities and services in 
considerable detail. If you find yourself interested in membership, please 
write back, addressing the questions on the second page of this letter. 

Sincerely, 
Sister Nancy 


“Sister Nancy? I’m not going to some lousy convent!” she said with 
disgust and tossed everything onto the coffee table. When it landed, the letter 
slid off the book and allowed her to see its cover, an aerial view of numerous 
ultra-modern buildings, plazas, gardens, play fields, and even some corrals, 
pastures, and greenhouses. “Hmm. Sure doesn’t look like a convent...” She 
picked up the book and opened the cover to the first page. 

Liberty was just turning to page twelve when Mr. Neils’ voice broke her 
concentration. “Any luck, Liberty?” 

“Huh? Uh... no. I was just reading a magazine.” 

“Dinner is ready,” he said, carrying plates to the table. 

Before going to the table, she slid the book and letter back into the blue 
envelope and set it aside to take up to her room right after eating. 

* 

The snow had stopped and the sky had been dark for many hours as 
Liberty sat at the hardwood desk in her room, and by the light of a small lamp, 
finished the last page of the spiral bound book and closed the back cover. She 
was silent and thoughtful for several minutes. 

Wow. I didn’t know a place like that existed. She sat thoughtfully for 
awhile longer, then read the letter again. And they wrote directly to me... 
pretty neat! Finally, after another moment of reflection, she turned to her 
computer and started typing. 
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November 16th 
Dear Sister Nancy, 
I have read the book you sent me, cover to cover. Lyceum sounds pretty 
interesting. Actually, it sounds very interesting! 


Liberty smiled, wondering if Sister Nancy really did match the mental 
image Liberty currently had of her: fat and wearing a nun’s habit. Not 
knowing what else to say at that moment, she looked at the questions on the 
second page of the letter. A number of expressions visited her face as she 
considered the first question. Finally, with a mental deep breath, she began to 


type. 


I would be happy in a situation in which I had people to talk to about all 
the things I learn on my own. School is always so boring because everyone 
else is struggling to learn things (or more often just pretending to learn 
things) that I knew years before. Mr. Neils wrote to lots of places for gifted 
kids, but they won't take me because... sometimes I do things that get me in 
trouble. 


Liberty thought about the second question for a long time, searching her 
memory for things she had done in her life that required responsibility. 
Finally, close to tears, she admitted to herself that the only thing that even 
remotely fit that description had come into her life only very recently. 


I could be reliable and punctual if I knew that what I was doing mattered 
to the world. Right now I take care of three horses, which means doing 
things for them three or four times a day, and I never have to be reminded. 
It’s sort of my first job, but I know in my heart that Id do other things just as 
well if they were really, truly important. 


The next question was easier, but even as Liberty began to type, she knew 
there was danger in saying too much, in letting all of her hopes and dreams 
pour out to someone she didn’t yet know, someone who might twist them 
around and say she was nothing but a flighty dreamer... or worse. 
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I’m not sure yet what I want to do in life, but challenges hold my interest 
that make me use my brains to the maximum, like the Smithsonian Seminars 
I went to summer before last. I was the youngest one there. There are many 
things I have dreamed of doing, so many things it would take many lifetimes 
to even get started on a small part of them. I know Ill have to focus on one 
or two someday soon. 


Liberty nearly bristled when she read the forth question. She felt angry — 
at all the people who had given her very good reasons to fling back at them 
exactly what they had thrown at her — and at herself for learning well, maybe 
too well, how to protect herself from just about every imaginable danger and 
cutting remark. She breathed for several minutes, debating within herself 
how to approach the question. A mixture of tip-toeing and honesty was best, 
she decided. 


I have friends in Philadelphia that have a lot less than me of everything, 
and I’ve always tried to be kind to them... but I have to admit I don’t always 
succeed. I’m very kind to animals, all the time. The only people I don’t know 
how to be nice to are people who are trying to force me to be like them for no 
good reason. 


The last question was in the same vein as the one before, and so Liberty 
found the same tactic appropriate once more. But at the same time she was 
glad it gave her the opportunity to reveal something that she considered very 
positive about herself. She just hoped that Sister Nancy would also see it as a 
positive thing. 


I try to be respectful of others, but I’m also warm and _ friendly. 
Sometimes people think I’m disrespectful because I’m so friendly, or because 
I know something they don’t. I guess I have a lot to learn about using 
discretion when I’m with people I don’t know very well. 


All of the questions answered, Liberty looked over what she had typed... 
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and realized that she was scared. She knew that there were so many things 
about her life that could be seen in a negative light by someone who wanted to 
cut her down for any reason. But she also knew that if she left those things 
out of her answers, she wouldn’t be saying much of anything at all. It was a 
risk she would have to take. 

But, Liberty reminded herself, Sister Nancy already knew about her past 
from the history sheet that Mr. Neils had sent, and yet had written back in a 
completely positive tone. Maybe... just maybe... 


Please let me know if I’m the kind of person you might consider for 
membership at Lyceum. 
Sincerely, 
Liberty Rae Buchanan 


x Ok OK 
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Chapter 12: Serious Questions 


November 17th 
Dear Brother Jacob, 

Your last letter made me go back and read all the books about Lyceum 
again. I guess I was assuming that Lyceum was a Christian place. But now 
Ican see that it isn't, at least not officially. 

Do you really have Buddhists and Muslims at Lyceum? The idea of a 
different person leading worship every morning, no matter what religion 
they are, is kind of scary. 

Our church says that the books in the Bible we use are the only books that 
are the word of God. I asked one of our ministers, and he said that if I read 
books that pretend to be scripture but aren't, I’m doing the Devil’s bidding. 

I'll have to think about things. 

Sincerely, 
Shawn Mitchell 


Dear Sarah, 

I felt strange when you told me that Lyceum lets people do spooky, 
witchy things in some parts of the campus on Halloween. My church rents 
out rooms sometimes, but only for Christian things. You don’t go near those 
witchy things, do you? We believe that witches are in league with the Devil. 

Shawn 


x Ok OK 
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Chapter 13: A Journey of Discovery 


To the amazement of her teachers, Ashley had completed all of her pre- 
holiday assignments by December 7th, which was her last day of school as she 
had to leave Rapid City the next day. On her last day, her home-room teacher 
commented that she hadn’t seen Ashley so happy and energetic since her 
return from Sioux Falls as the State Gymnastics Champion. The twelve-year- 
old only grinned. 

Early on the 8th, Ashley had her small pack and her heavy winter coat all 
ready to go. At her father’s advice, she was traveling light and would not need 
to check any baggage. He explained to her that having your luggage go a 
thousand miles in the wrong direction because it got in the wrong pile at the 
station was the quickest way to ruin the fun of a trip. She understood. 

Ashley was glad her bus was not following the Interstate highways. 
Instead it worked its way down U.S. Highway 85 along the eastern border of 
Wyoming, passing through miles and miles of snow-covered fields and hills. 
It went through little towns with names like Hat Creek, before crossing the 
North Platte River and finally arriving, toward evening, in Cheyenne. 

Not long ago that bus trip would have been a major dream-come-true for 
Ashley. Even though her eyes had been wide open the entire way, it was now 
part of a larger journey, and the knowledge that more was to come forced her 
to hold back some of her excitement. 

When the transfer van pulled up to the Cheyenne train station, the long, 
sleek train was already at the platform, gleaming in the station lights. Ashley 
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couldn’t take her eyes from it as she stepped off the van and made her way, 
along with the other people, into the station. 

“This is a night train, young lady. You have to be twelve years old to ride 
unaccompanied,” the man behind the counter said as she presented her ticket. 

“T am twelve,” she said, and dug out her I.D. card. 

“Yes you are. My mistake. Here’s your boarding pass.” 

She was glad her father had advised her to travel light. She saw people 
lugging suitcases around while trying to figure out tickets, schedules, and 
boarding passes, all the while trying to say good-bye to family and friends, 
and it didn’t look like much fun. After going the wrong way along the 
platform at first, she finally found her coach, and the conductor directed her 
to her reserved seat, which she was happy to discover was by the window. 

She found that her little pack fit nicely on the floor at her feet, and she 
realized that her big coat would make a wonderful blanket at night. As she 
tried out the seat that was going to be hers alone for the next full day, she 
found it was soft and comfortable, and big enough that she could curl up in it 
to sleep. 

Ashley let out a sigh of happiness just as a group of three adults were 
taking their seats behind her, and realizing that their third seat was the aisle 
seat beside Ashley. They spent five minutes discussing which of them would 
sit together and which beside the little girl, and only made their final decision 
as the train started to move. 

“Hi, I’m Ashley,” she said to the man who sat down self-consciously beside 
her. 

“Uh... I’m John, John Phillips. Aren’t you too young to travel alone?” 

“No,” she said, and genuinely didn’t mind his question, because she knew 
she was much shorter than most twelve-year-olds, but neither did she feel any 
need to dig out her I.D. card again. 

Ashley came to the conclusion that John Phillips didn’t want to talk to her 
any more than necessary, as he quickly busied himself with his carry-on 
luggage, so she settled into her seat to enjoy the feel of the train. It had 
vibrations that came from machines somewhere in that coach; she had felt 
them even at the station. There was the occasional clicking sound that came 
from the train’s wheels. A very slight swaying motion that changed depending 
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on whether the train was on a straight stretch of track, or going around a 
curve, made itself known through Ashley’s acute sense of balance. She liked 
all the sounds and vibrations she felt, and thought it would be easy to fall 
asleep, just as it had always been easy for her to sleep in a moving car. 

But as much as Ashley was enjoying herself, she had some regret that part 
of the trip would be at night and she wouldn’t be able to see much. She 
watched the lights of Cheyenne, Wyoming disappear behind them as the train 
made its way westward and evening deepened into night. 

It wasn’t long before the conductor came by and gave pamphlets that told 
about the train to all of the people who had just boarded. Ashley read hers, 
and decided that a snack in the Lounge Car would be fun. She pulled her little 
purse out of her pack, slipped by John Phillips, who was reading a magazine, 
and headed up the aisle. 

The sensation of walking on a floor that was itself moving forward at sixty 
or seventy miles per hour was exciting, and Ashley was at first grinning like a 
clown, but she soon got used to it. She had to pass through three other 
coaches before she came to the Lounge Car, and found that it had a snack 
counter on the top level for everyone, and a bar on the bottom level for adults. 
She hopped onto a free stool at the counter. 

“Hi, kid,” the blond lady behind the counter said. “Where you headed on 
this cold December night?” 

Ashley decided right away she liked this lady. “Portland, Oregon.” 

“Visiting family?” 

“Naa. Going to a place where I can get elite gymnastics training. Small 
root beer float, please.” 

“Sure. Elite, huh? Cool! Is that like the Olympics and stuff?” 

Ashley noticed out of the corner of her eye that the older lady drinking 
coffee three stools down was getting very interested. “Maybe I'll get to go to 
the Olympics someday. Right now I can compete in the National 
Championships, ‘cause I got the gold medal in South Dakota... if I’m ready, 
that is.” 

“Way cool!” the serving lady said as she scooped out the ice cream for the 
root beer float. “I love watching that stuff on T.V. I have a seven-year-old 
niece who’s taking lessons.” 
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“Ashley Riddle!” the lady drinking coffee said suddenly. “I knew I had 
seen you somewhere. I was at the South Dakota State Championships last 
year when you got that gold medal!” She moved over next to the youth. “I'll 
pick up the cost of her float,” she said to the lady behind the counter. 

Ashley was grinning from ear to ear by this time. Everyone in Rapid City 
had ceased congratulating her on her championship long ago because they 
saw her all the time. “Thanks!” was all she could think to say. 

“You know, there are gyms, mostly in the East and Midwest, where you 
can live and train at the same time...” the lady beside her said. 

“Yeah, I know. I tried writing to them. My parents can’t afford them. I 
found a place in Oregon where I can train in exchange for doing chores and 
stuff... if they accept me.” The root beer float appeared in front of Ashley, and 
the lady behind the counter went to help some people who had just sat down. 

“Well, that’s very good to hear. Are you keeping in shape while you look 
for a gym?” 

“Yeah. I didn’t for awhile, but then I got back into it. Some of my level 
seven skills had slipped, but I got them back.” 

“I remember your routines in Sioux Falls. Very smooth and light. I knew 
you were elite material when I saw your floor exercise. Your vault was okay, 
but your beam and bars really shined!” 

“T got a ten on the beam, ‘cause they had already given a 9.9 to someone 
else.” 

“Yes, Iremember! The girl who got the silver. And then you got a 9.9 on 
the bars, and I could have sworn you were six feet tall during that routine!” 

Ashley smiled, remembering her efforts to stretch herself out to the 
maximum. 

Just then, a man of about the same age as the older lady came in and stood 
beside her. 

“Hello, Jack. This is Ashley Riddle, Gymnastics Champion of South 
Dakota.” 

“Hello, young lady,” he said with a smile. 

“May we treat you to breakfast in the Dining Car, Ashley?” the lady asked, 
getting up from her stool. 

“Um... wow... I guess so!” 
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“It would be our pleasure. Meet us at six o’clock? It’s a lot less crowded 
then.” 

“Okay! I get up early, too.” 

“Well, good night, Ashley. I’m really glad I got to meet you.” She and her 
companion headed for the stairs to the bar. 

“Hey!” Ashley called after her. “What’s your name?” 

“Kimberly. Nineteen ninety-one.” 

“Champion?” Ashley asked, her eyes big with amazement as she voiced the 
only reason she could guess that the lady had added a year to her name. 

The lady nodded. 

“What state?” 

She shook her head. “World,” she whispered with a coy smile, and then 
disappeared down the stairs. 

Ashley finished her float thoughtfully. She had just met a world champion 
gymnast. Kim... Kim... the last name almost came to her. 

More people were coming in, and the lady behind the counter was busy. 
Ashley got up and wandered around the upper level of the Lounge Car, played 
a couple of video games, and peeked at the magazines and newspapers that 
were available, but soon found herself yawning, and noticed that it was almost 
eleven o’clock. She made her way back to her car, brushed her teeth, and was 
soon asleep, curled up under her big warm coat. 

* 

Ashley woke several times during the night. The first time, the world 
outside her window was completely dark, and John Phillips had leaned his 
seat back and was fast asleep. But she could tell what had awakened her: 
there was a new sound, a deep, powerful, throbbing rumble, and Ashley 
guessed that the locomotives were starting to pull the train over the highest 
part of the Rocky Mountains. In her groggy state, she thought about the huge 
steam locomotives that pulled trains in the early days of the railroad, one of 
which was on display in her favorite park in Rapid City, never again to belch 
smoke or hiss steam. Then, to the sounds of the modern locomotive 
somewhere ahead of her in the darkness, she drifted back to sleep. 

The next time she woke, the train was stopping at a medium-size town 
somewhere in Wyoming. Ashley could see a handful of people on the 
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platform getting on the train, and two or three getting off. John Phillips was 
not in his seat, but he returned a moment later, and when he sleepily glanced 
at Ashley, she smiled back, and then curled up again. 

* 

The third time she woke, she could see a few scattered lights outside the 
train — some in houses, some attached to barns or grain storage bins, even a 
vehicle or two on a back road. Feeling that morning was close, she dug her 
watch out of her purse — 5:15. Close enough to the agreed upon breakfast 
time that she didn’t want to go back to sleep. John Phillips looked like he had 
finally gotten comfortable and was completely still. She read the part of the 
pamphlet again that told about the Dining Car, and realized that breakfast 
was not at all cheap on a train. She could pay for her own, as her parents had 
given her a fair amount of spending money, saying that since they didn’t have 
to pay the Rapid City gym anymore, they had more money than they knew 
what to do with. But she also felt proud that she was going to be the guest of a 
world champion gymnast. She put away the pamphlet, shouldered her purse, 
and carefully stepped over John Phillips. 

Ten minutes later she had refreshed and groomed herself, and was making 
her way toward the rear of the train. When she stepped into the Dining Car, 
she was surprised that so many people were already up — about a third of the 
tables were already taken. 

“Just one?” the smiling hostess said, coming up to Ashley. 

“No, there are three of us, but the others aren’t here yet. I guess I’m a little 
early.” 

“Do you want to go ahead and get a table? They'll fill up quickly with 
people who are getting off in Pocatello or Boise.” 

“Yeah, I guess I should...” 

The hostess seated her, and when an impatient waiter stopped at her table 
a moment latter with pad and pen poised, she quickly ordered a bowl of 
cereal. He gave her a strange look, then rushed off to take another order. 

At about 6:05, Kimberly and Jack showed up. As soon as they sat down 
with Ashley, the same waiter was back, and another, and they quickly 
transformed the table into a masterpiece of fine dining with flowers, fancy 
silverware, cloth napkins, and other accessories. The waiter with the pad and 
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pen, in an apologetic voice, said, “There was a slight misunderstanding — the 
young lady has already ordered a bowl of cereal, but she has not yet seen the 
deluxe menu.” 

Kimberly smiled. “Take a look at the menu, Ashley. Get anything you 
want. I know how much work it takes to become even a State Champion, and 
it’s the least I can do to honor you.” 

“Um... gosh... is bacon and eggs here somewhere?” 

The waiter pointed out the lowest cost item on the deluxe menu. 

“Scrambled, please. And may I have some orange juice?” 

The waiter wrote it all down, Kimberly and Jack ordered, and with kind 
words and a slight bow, he was gone, directly to the kitchen this time. 

Kimberly snickered. “You caught them off guard, Ashley!” 

“Do you get all this for being a world champion?” Ashley asked. 

“No, Honey. You get all this for paying for it, no matter how you made the 
money. My championship was a long time ago, Ashley. Only another 
gymnast has any reason to remember it.” 

Cups of coffee and Ashley’s orange juice arrived, complete with a lime 
twist, a maraschino cherry, and two straws. 

“I figured out who you are. I’m going to learn the somersault named after 
you as soon as I find a gym.” 

“l’m honored, Ashley. J certainly can’t do it anymore! It’s a standard level 
nine skill these days. Someday, there may be moves named after you, and 
then you can sit back and watch ten-year-olds learn them!” 

Both females giggled simultaneously. Fruit compotes were placed in front 
of each of them. 

“So, Ashley Riddle, what wisdom can I pass on to someone who has chosen 
to follow the same path I once did?” Kim asked. 

During breakfast, the sky behind the train slowly took on its blush of 
morning color, and Ashley asked every question about elite gymnastics that 
came to her mind. Houses became more numerous as she worked her way 
through the massive portions of scrambled eggs and bacon that filled her 
plate, and then as she nibbled at a fancy custard-like dessert, Kim shared 
memories of the many world-class gymnastics meets she had attended. 

When they finished breakfast, Ashley felt as full as after a Thanksgiving 
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feast. The train was entering the outskirts of a city and was beginning to slow. 

“Pocatello, Idaho,” a voice came over the speakers. “The train will be in 
the station for ten minutes.” 

“We're getting off here to visit my oldest son,” Kim said. 

In a less than happy voice, Ashley said, “Gosh... I’m sure glad I got to meet 
you.” 

“Will you write to us when you find a gym?” the older lady asked. 

“Sure!” 

Jack handed Ashley a card with their address on it as they all stood up 
from the table. Jack and Kimberly Collins, Attorneys-at-Law, Omaha, 
Nebraska. “Thanks,” Ashley said. “For breakfast, and the root beer float, and 
everything!” 

The two lady gymnasts spontaneously hugged each other for a moment, 
and then Ashley shook Jack’s hand. 

Kim and Jack headed for their bedroom to get ready, and Ashley 
reluctantly wandered back toward her seat. When she arrived, John Phillips 
wasn’t there, and Ashley figured he was at breakfast. 

A cold but sunny day was dawning as the train came to a stop at the 
Pocatello platform. Ashley didn’t feel like exploring the train station — her 
heart was still with the new friends she had made, who were even then 
crossing the platform and disappearing from her sight. 

* 

Ten minutes later Ashley watched the houses and streets of Pocatello fade 
into the potato fields of the Snake River Valley as the train accelerated steadily 
for its high-speed dash to Boise. From the pamphlet, she knew that this was 
the only part of her journey during which the train could achieve its top speed 
of one hundred and fifty miles per hour. In little more than an hour, it pulled 
into the big station in the capital city, and many people, including John 
Phillips and the couple in the seats across the aisle, got off. 

Ashley wandered around the station for as long as she could, still in a 
thoughtful mood, and as soon as the train resumed its course, she went to the 
Lounge Car. The man behind the snack counter was not nearly as friendly as 
the lady the night before, and there was no world champion gymnast to talk 
to. She made the rounds of video games and magazines, watched the last few 
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miles of Idaho and the first few miles of Oregon roll by, and then headed back 
to her seat. 

Ashley stood, eyes wide and mouth agape. All the zippers of her pack were 
open, and half her clothes were on the floor. She suddenly felt terrible, but 
didn’t know what to do. She looked around. About halfway through the car 
the conductor was talking to an old lady. She practically ran up to him. 

In a voice close to tears, she interrupted them. “Sir, someone just tore 
open my pack.” 

“What?... just a moment, ma’am... what happened, little one?” the black 
man asked, bending down to Ashley’s level. 

“T went to the lounge for awhile, and someone tore open my pack.” 

“Show me, honey.” 

He followed her to the scene. 

“Well... I hope you didn’t have any valuables in there...?” 

“No,” Ashley said, sitting down and trying to hold back the tears. 

“Take a look and see if anything’s missing.” After glancing around, he 
continued, “It doesn’t look like anyone would have seen who did it.” 

“Nothing’s missing,” she said, but that didn’t make her feel any better, and 
as she picked up her clothes, leotards, and other things and piled them on her 
lap, she started sobbing softly. 

The conductor sat down in the seat beside her. “There, there, Honey. 
Nothing like this has ever happened to you before, has it?” 

Ashley shook her head. 

“In every train full of people, there’s a bad apple of some kind. I know, 
‘cause I get to watch out for ‘em. Sometimes it’s a drunk, or sometimes a loud 
mouth, you know, someone who wants to talk all the time, even at three in the 
morning. And sometimes... like you just experienced... it’s a thief. Now you 
know, you can do two different things at a time like this.” 

“T can?” Ashley said, getting curious and wiping at her tears. 

“Yes, you can. If you’re like some people, you can get all mad and bitter, 
and go buy a lock and key, or carry everything you own around with you all 
the time. And if you do that, you know who won?” 

“Who?” 

“The thief won, ‘cause now youre playing his game. He knows how to pick 
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your lock, and he knows how to pick your pocket. But you know what else you 
can do?” 

“What?” 

“You can say to yourself, ‘Self, you got off lucky!” 

Ashley chuckled. 

“You can say to yourself, “The thief came, and didn’t find a thing he 
wanted. Sure, I’ve got to refold my clothes, but I bet he won’t be in my pack 
again. Total waste of a good thief’s time, it was.” 

Ashley chuckled again. 

“AND,” the black man went on, “you’ve learned something about traveling, 
now haven’t you?” 

“Yep!” 

“And Bob here is going to be keeping a sharp eye out for someone who 
likes to go through people’s carry-on stuff, you can be sure. So which kind are 
you, the kind to run out and buy a lock and key, or the kind to step back and 
see the bigger picture?” 

“The second kind,” Ashley said with a smile. “You sure are smart.” 

“That’s a sport. Now you have some work to do too.” 

“I do?” 

“Fold your clothes, and then help me keep that sharp eye out. The next 
poor kid may not be smart enough to take their valuables with them.” 

“Okay. Thanks, Bob.” 

“See ya, kid. I'll go finish with the lady down the hall, and then write up 
my report on this. What’s your name?” 

“Ashley Riddle.” 

“You take care, Ashley.” 

Ashley spent the next hour carefully folding all her clothes and putting 
them back in her pack just like she had them. She thought she had had more 
hair bands than she found, but almost laughed out loud at herself when she 
considered, just for a second, telling Bob that one or two hair bands might be 
missing. She glanced at each person who walked by, but none of them looked 
like a thief. She remembered John Phillips, and realized that even though he 
wasn’t very talkative, he never touched her stuff. 


* 
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She and Bob the conductor were on a first name basis from that point on, 
and every time she passed him, she would say, “Hi, Bob! All’s well!” And he 
would respond saying, “No news is good news, Ashley!” 

The Dining Car served lunch, but as Ashley still felt full from breakfast, she 
instead took as long a walk as she could near the station when the train 
stopped in Pendleton, Oregon. She had disciplined herself for years to eat 
lightly, and she didn’t want to get out of that habit, especially not twice in one 
day. As the train began to follow the Columbia River westward toward 
Portland, she had a cup of yogurt in the Lounge, and promised herself a light 
but yummy dinner. 

The scenery was more interesting to Ashley now. Wyoming and Idaho had 
been about the same as South Dakota, and she had been unable to see the 
Rocky Mountains because she had crossed them at night. But the Blue 
Mountains she had just left behind, and now the Columbia River were new 
and different. She spent much of the afternoon gazing at the huge river that 
occasionally slowed and spread out behind dams, and grinned with delight 
when the westering sun set it afire with dancing orange light. 

The twilight was fading when the fir trees of the Pacific Northwest began 
to cover the hills and mountains that bordered the great river, and high cliffs 
rose up along both banks. Ashley waited until the main dinner crowd had left 
the Dining Car before she sat down and selected broiled teriyaki chicken. As 
she savored the tasty meal, she thought back over all the places she had been 
in just the last two days. She remembered the ticket man in Cheyenne, and 
the lady at the snack counter. She knew she would never forget Kim and Jack, 
or Bob the conductor. Even John Phillips would be remembered. 

* 

The train stopped in Hood River, Oregon at about seven o’clock, but 
because of delays waiting for other trains (freight trains filled with perishable 
food that were running late, Bob explained), the passenger train didn’t get 
into Portland until 8:30. 

Ashley buttoned her coat, shouldered her pack, said good-bye to Bob, and 
with some regret, stepped off the train. A light rain was falling. Looking back 
from the station doors at the huge, sleek machine gleaming under the bright 
platform lights, she knew she’d never forget her first train ride. 
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The station was busy with people going every which way, but she soon 
noticed a gray-haired lady, about fifty years old, standing off to one side with a 
sign in her hand. It had Lyceum’s symbol in one corner, which she easily 
recognized, and bold letters that said ASHLEY R. 

* Oe OK 
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Chapter 14: A Foot in the Door 


“Hi! I’m Ashley,” she said to the lady holding the sign with her name on it. 

“Hello, Ashley,” the lady said, tucking the sign under her arm and 
extending her hand. “I’m Sister Heather.” 

“The same Sister Heather that I’ve been writing to?” Ashley asked, taking 
her hand and feeling more than a little in awe. 

“The same. How was your trip?” 

“Fantastic! I’d never been on a train before.” 

“Do you have baggage to get?” 

“Nope. This is all I brought. Where’s Lyceum from here?” 

“About forty miles south. Shall we go?” 

Sister Heather led the way to a small car in the parking lot. Ashley noticed 
a small Lyceum symbol on the door. 

“I hope you don’t mind the rain,” the older lady said. 

“Naa,” Ashley said, putting her pack on the back seat and then belting 
herself in the front. “It’s a lot warmer here than where I’ve been.” 

As soon as Sister Heather had secured her own belt, she pressed several 
buttons on the console. “KFM-937 to base.” 

Ashley watched and listened with interest. 

“Base. Go ahead 937,” said an unseen male voice with an oriental accent. 

“This is Heather. I’m leaving the train station with my passenger. 
Anything on the board I should do?” 

“Greetings, Heather. This is Li. I will check.” 
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While the radio was silent, Sister Heather asked Ashley, “Have you ever 
seen downtown Portland before?” 

“Nope. I’d never been outside South Dakota, except to go to Devil’s 
Tower.” 

“Tll go right up Broadway so you can see some of the sights. There are 
prettier streets, but they’re for pedestrians only.” 

The voice returned to the radio. “Heather, Brother Phil acquired some 
additional hours at the pizza restaurant where he works. He gets off at nine 
o’clock. Can you pick him up?” 

“The one in Tigard, right?” 

“Yes. And Mary needs twenty pounds of cream cheese for something 
tomorrow.” 

“We can handle both of those.” 

“Thank you. Base clear.” 

“KFM-937 clear,” the older lady said. 

“So you guys have radios, huh? I thought a big bus or something would 
pick me up.” 

Sister Heather turned on the running lights and steered the electric car 
onto the street. “In this car I’ve got radio and telephone. Some of our vehicles 
have SatLink too. We have big buses, medium size buses, and vans, but since 
you were the only person I was meeting on this train, I thought a car would be 
enough. I’ve never seen a fat gymnast before!” she said, cracking a smile at 
the adolescent beside her. 

Ashley giggled. “There’s no such thing. There’s always a fat girl or two 
who tries to take lessons, but they don’t last long.” 

With the ice broken, Ashley told Sister Heather all about her train journey 
as she looked at the buildings and streets of downtown Portland. By the time 
she had told about her experiences with Kim the world champion, and Bob 
the conductor, they were on an expressway heading south. When she finished 
listing the many towns, rivers, and mountains she had seen along the way, 
they had left the expressway and were entering the parking lot of a pizza 
restaurant. 

The clock on the instrument panel said 9:05, and a few moments later a 
man of about twenty-five opened a rear door and slid in, his coat damp from 
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the misty rain. “Ashley, this is Brother Phil,” Heather said. 

They shook hands over the seats, and as Heather drove, Phil told stories of 
the comic things that had happened that day at work, everything from a pizza 
that had landed on the kitchen floor face down, to a little old lady who had 
drunk too much beer and then started playing video games at the top of her 
lungs. Ashley laughed at almost everything he said. 

They stopped at a grocery store, and Phil’s narrative continued inside as 
Heather stacked up the cream cheese and Ashley selected a package of hair 
bands. 

As their journey south along the Interstate highway continued, Brother 
Phil became quiet and started to yawn. Sister Heather told about some funny 
experiences she had had recently while serving a banquet to some conference 
guests at Lyceum. About twenty minutes later they turned off the highway 
onto a two-lane road. 

Everyone was quiet after that. Ashley glanced back at Brother Phil, and he 
looked ready to fall asleep. She glanced at Sister Heather, and she appeared 
to be lost in thought about something. The road started to wind into a hilly 
region and lights shown from farm houses and barns. Suddenly Ashley 
herself yawned, and realized how long and exciting a day it had been. 

A quarter of an hour later, when they had seemingly left all farms and 
houses behind, they suddenly came to the entrance to Lyceum. Ashley sat up 
as tall as she could in order to see everything. Sister Heather guided the little 
car into the entrance road and followed lighted roadways until she came to a 
parking lot where dozens of vehicles of all sizes were arrayed side by side 
under a protective roof built of sturdy yellow logs. 

As soon as the car was parked, Brother Phil grabbed the cream cheese, and 
Sister Heather went around to the front of the car to plug in a heavy power 
cable. Ashley got her pack from the back seat and stepped out from under the 
carport. The falling mist tickled her face. She turned and gazed at the 
modern two-level building at the end of the parking area, framed by deep 
green fir trees and glowing with warm lights that sparkled through large glass 
windows. When Sister Heather stepped beside her, Ashley said, “It’s 
beautiful! Is the gym in there?” 

“No,” Sister Heather said with a slight chuckle in her voice as they walked 
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toward the building. “That’s just the Residential Lobby. Many years ago it 
was the first residence hall, but now it’s where all the walkways from all the 
newer halls come together.” 

“Do you live in one of them?” Ashley asked as they stepped through the 
large double doors into the spacious building and saw racks full of raincoats, 
shelves stuffed with different kinds of boots and overshoes, a barrel full of 
umbrellas, and plenty of benches, couches, work tables and coffee tables. 

“Yes. My residence hall is called Aurora Borealis, and it’s off in the trees, 
that way,” she said, pointing to one of the many doors leading out of the 
building. “Ill show it to you when we're all less sleepy, but right now I need to 
show you your own room for the week. Are you hungry?” 

“No. [had a pretty big dinner on the train.” 

“Okay, we'll skip the Dining Hall for now. You'll see it tomorrow 
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morning.” They walked side by side into a glass-enclosed corridor that led 
away from the Residential Lobby. Ashley could faintly see small but lush 
gardens through the glass, and other enclosed corridors beyond. 

A minute later they stepped into a huge circular lobby, and Ashley’s eyes 
grew big and round as she took in the massive room, where twenty or thirty 
people were still scattered, some talking near glowing fireplaces, some 
reading, some examining an art exhibition on the far side. 

Sister Heather stepped behind a counter where Ashley could see all kinds 
of computers, video monitors, and stacks of books and pamphlets. A middle- 
aged man who looked Chinese was rolling his chair from one place to another 
as he performed different tasks. 

“Hi, Brother Li. Phil and the cream cheese are in. Where are we putting 
Ashley for evaluation week?” 

“Greetings, Ashley! Let me see...” He rolled to a computer screen and 
tapped at the keys. “Ashley... Ashley... ah, yes. The adults will fill two dorms, 
so Ashley may use a single. Is Antelope okay?” 

“Fine. Mark her as having arrived, please.” 

“Done.” 

“Thanks, Li.” 

“Have a most wonderful visit, Ashley!” Li said as he rolled his chair to 
another part of the office. 
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“Thank you. I love it here already!” Ashley said. 

Sister Heather walked with Ashley toward the center of the room. “This is 
the Main Lobby. From here, walkways go to just about everywhere. And 
this,” she said, stopping at the sculptured metal fountain that towered above 
them,” was done for us by the famous artist Geno Dezzutti, and incorporates 
themes from all three of Lyceum’s missions.” 

“It’s beautiful!” Ashley said, gazing up at the intertwined shapes of people, 
books and scrolls, animals and trees, buildings, and the Earth itself. Water 
trickled from one bronze bowl to another, each lit from beneath by a different 
color of light. 

“Over there is a visiting exhibition of works from the Vatican Museum. It’s 
only here through tomorrow.” 

“Wow! The Vatican? Where the Pope lives?” 

“Yes. You're Catholic, if I remember correctly.” 

Ashley nodded. 

“And this walkway leads us to the Lyceum Lodge.” They walked through 
one of the large archways out of the Main Lobby and into another glass-walled 
corridor. “We have a companion arranged for you while youre here.” 

“Youre a nice companion!” Ashley said. 

“Why, thank you, Ashley. But I’m a long way from twelve years old, and all 
I know about gymnastics is what I’ve read since I became your contact person. 
Also, ’'m at work during most of your free time. Your companion’s name is 
Sister Tabitha. She’s eleven, and she’s an elite gymnast.” 

“Ts she the one who got a medal at the State Championships?” 

“No. That’s Sister Karen. She’s thirteen. I’m sure you'll meet her soon. 
But you'll like Tabitha. She’ll come to your room tomorrow morning and take 
you to breakfast. Tomorrow you're free until six o’clock, as most of the other 
prospective members will be arriving at various times during the day.” 

They walked through the lobby of the Lodge, down a passageway, and 
stopped at a door that said Antelope in letters carved into a single piece of 
wood. “This is your room,” Heather said, opening the door. “It’s a single, but 
I think you'll like it. If you ever get lost in the Lodge, remember that all the 
rooms are in alphabetical order.” 

At the older lady’s beckoning, Ashley stepped in and found a cozy little 
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room with rough wood paneling, a small old-fashioned wood frame bed, 
pictures of antelope in places that could have been South Dakota, several sets 
of antelope horns on the walls, and a curtain that led to a tiny bathroom with 
a shower. “It’s perfect for me!” she said, setting down her pack. 

“I think everything you'll need for the night is here. There’s someone in 
the office all night long.” 

“T think I'll fall right to sleep,” Ashley said, starting to yawn. 

“T work tomorrow, but I can meet you and Tabitha for dinner if you’d like.” 

“Would you? That would be great! Thank you, Sister Heather.” 

When the older lady had gone, Ashley walked around the tiny room, 
touching the walls, looking at the antelope horns, opening the drawers in the 
little desk. She was still getting used to the idea that she was really there, at 
Lyceum, after waiting so long and traveling so far. She found a writing tablet, 
pencils, cups, towels, soap... all the usual things. She started yawning 
irresistibly as she was unpacking her clothes, so she slipped into her pajamas, 
turned back the bed covers, and switched off the lamp that had a shade made 
from a real antelope hide. 

* 

Had she heard something? From the depths of sleep, Ashley tried to 
separate what her ears had thought they heard from her lingering dreams. 
She opened her eyes and finally heard it clearly — someone knocking. Light 
was filtering through the small curtained window as she hopped up and 
opened the door. 

“Hi!” said a very freckled girl about her size in a leotard and sockies. “I’m 
Tabitha. Are you awake yet?” 

“Wow. What time is it? Come on in. Did I sleep in? I feel like I just woke 
from the dead!” 

“A little after eight, I think. You look like you just woke from the dead!” 
she said, holding in a laugh. 

Ashley giggled, and soon they were both laughing hysterically as Ashley 
looked in the mirror and discovered that her hair was sticking out all over her 
head. 

“Well, at least I don’t look like I wandered through a spray paint factory!” 
Ashley teased back with a glimmer of fun in her eyes. 


Lyceum Quest 109 


Tabitha chuckled, and for the next ten minutes, they were both a constant 
stream of giggles and jabs at each other as Ashley showered and dressed. 

Finally she shouldered her purse, and they were off, still chattering and 
giggling as they made their way toward the lobby. 

Tabitha showed Ashley the passage that led directly from the Lodge to the 
Dining Hall. Ashley had never seen a dining room so big before. She could 
see that it had three parts. The largest part was right in front of them and 
looked like a huge restaurant and snack bar. The fine dining room was to the 
right, behind a wall, and on the left was a large section with long tables 
separated from the middle part with planters. Beyond it all she could see 
doorways that led to the kitchen with waitresses and cooks going in and out. 
“Jeez! How many people can eat in here?” 

“About a thousand, I think,” Tabitha said. “The members have all eaten 
breakfast, but I waited.” 

Ashley could see that the separate section with long tables was in the final 
stages of being cleaned up, and she guessed that was where the members ate. 
The fine dining room looked empty. “How much does breakfast cost? Food 
was expensive on the train!” 

“For you, nothing, silly! You’re our guest here this week. Didn’t Heather 
give you some meal coupons when you got here?” 

“Oh, yeah. She gave me an envelope last night with my schedule for today 
on it. Here it is...” Ashley said, digging in her purse. 

“Look inside.” 

“Here they are... one breakfast, one lunch, one snack, one dinner, one 
Recreation Center pass.” 

“Let’s eat! I’m starved.” 

They picked a small table and both girls selected a hearty but low-fat 
breakfast, and while they ate, Ashley told Tabitha about the state 
championship meet where she had taken her gold metal. Then she shared the 
fateful day when she had learned she couldn’t get elite training in her old gym. 

“Complete bummer,” Tabitha said in empathy. “That would have made 
me mad as a hornet. It’s so stupid when the world just wastes people who 
have talents. So, what do you want to do? Heather told me that today would 
be a good time to give you a tour.” 
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“What I'd really like to see most is the gym. Could we?” 

“Sure! It’s open to the public today, but there’s hardly anyone there until 
about eleven. That’s where I was instead of going to breakfast with the other 
members.” 

“You mean, you can use it any time you want?” Ashley asked 
incredulously. 

“Uh huh. Unless it’s reserved, which isn’t very often.” 

“And Id love to see that big wooden floor where you do meets sometimes.” 

“That’s called the Arena. I think something’s in there today, but we can 
look from the control room.” 

They bussed their own table, thanked the waitress whom Tabitha knew by 
name, headed out a different door and were soon passing through the Main 
Lobby. Another passage took them to a building Ashley hadn’t seen. In the 
building’s lobby, Tabitha did a complete turn without stopping. “There’s the 
Library, that’s the Museum, in there’s the Planetarium, and those are all 
classrooms and stuff. Recreation Center’s this way.” 

Ashley tried to glance at everything, but had to run to keep up with her 
guide. 

When they arrived in the next lobby, Ashley could see locker rooms, 
offices, equipment check-out counters, and pro shops, all separated by 
lounges, display cases, and even a small fountain. Tabitha disappeared into 
the office, and Ashley was drawn to photographs, paintings, and sculptures of 
famous athletes that were sprinkled around the lobby. She smiled when she 
found several pictures of Olympic gymnasts performing on the rings, the bars, 
and other apparatus. 

“Did you bring a leotard?” Tabitha inquired, dashing up beside her. 

“Got one in my purse!” 

They entered the locker room and found the locker that Tabitha had just 
arranged for Ashley, who used her favorite number to program its 
combination. As soon as she was in her leotard, they returned to the lobby of 
the Recreation Center. 

Tabitha pointed down each of the passages. “That way’s the pool, down 
there’s the Arena, in there’s the basketball court and a bunch of other courts, 
that door leads to the outside stuff, and the gym’s this way.” 
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Tabitha led the way down a short corridor that brought them to the 
magnificent gymnasium Ashley remembered from her books. She stood in 
the doorway and gazed at it with a huge grin on her face. She had finally 
made it, all the way from South Dakota. 

“Since you're not a member yet, you have to check in with the coach-on- 
duty.” She located and jogged over to a brown skinned man of about thirty. 
“Sister Tabitha, level nine gymnast, requests permission to use the gym!” 

The man in shorts and T-shirt smiled and ruffled Tabitha’s hair. “Be good, 
kid.” 

Copying her companion, Ashley stepped up to him. “Ashley Riddle, 
current South Dakota State Gymnastics Champion, requests permission to use 
the gym!” 

“Hello, Ashley. I’m Brother Carlos. Welcome to Lyceum. Did you bring 
your pass?” 

“Yep!” she said, and handed it to him. 

“Good. I'll put it on the guest board in the gym office, and you won’t have 
to mess with it anymore, okay?” 

“Okay!” 

“Have a good time. Stick with what you know unless youre working with a 
gymnastics coach.” 

“T will.” 

Ashley just wandered for a few minutes, looking this way and that with 
eyes open wide. There was more of everything than she had ever seen before 
in one gym: four balance beams, three uneven parallel bars, and two vaulting 
runways. And there were also the rings, high bars, pummel horses, and 
parallel bars that men used, none of which were available at her old gym in 
Rapid City. She smiled, thinking it would be fun to try some of them 
someday, especially the rings. Her old gym had a trampoline, but here she 
found four of them, all well matted and one of them double size. Then she 
spotted the weight-lifting equipment, and thought that would be fun to try 
also. And the huge gym had plenty of mats for warming up and short 
tumbling moves, so the big tumbling mat in the center of the gym would stay 
free for longer routines. Finally she spotted the climbing ropes that went all 
the way up to the ceiling. She excitedly turned to Tabitha, who had been 


Lyceum Quest 112 


walking along with her. “I’ve never climbed a rope like that. I bet it’s great for 
building arm strength!” 

“Our coach requires it every day! What do you want to do first?” 

“Warm-up and stretch! After two days on buses and trains, I’m stiff as a 
board!” 

They both smiled and choose a matted area of floor to use. There were 
only two other people in the gym, a woman using a weight machine, and a 
man on a pummel horse. It took Ashley a good half hour to work out all the 
kinks and get her muscles and joints flowing like she was used to. Tabitha 
stayed with her the entire time, and they did several two-person stretching 
exercises. 

“That feels much better!” Ashley said as she did a forward and then 
backward walkover. “Can we use the floor?” 

“Sure.” 

Ashley started with her old level five floor routine to get the feel of it. 

“Smooth! But you couldn’t have gotten your championship with that 
routine!” 

“Of course not. Here’s my level seven routine. Critique me, okay?” 

They took turns watching each other on each of the apparatus. Their skill 
level was roughly similar, except that Tabitha had mastered many of the 
difficult elite moves such as the double twisting back somersault on the floor, 
the Comaneci bar dismount, and the twisting aerial on the beam. It was the 
first time Ashley had seen most of the elite moves in person. 

“Magic!” she said after watching Tabitha’s beam routine. “Pure magic!” 

“That’s what people said about the side aerial once, and now it’s a level five 
skill!” They both snickered. 

* 

Eventually the gym started getting crowded, and they realized it was two 
o’clock in the afternoon. They ate sandwiches together in the Dining Hall, 
and then headed back toward the Arena. When they arrived at its large 
double doors, they were closed and a sign told the girls that it was reserved all 
day long. They could hear rhythmic modern dance music coming from 
within. 

“Follow me,” Tabitha said, and led Ashley through a small door off to the 
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side that said Staff Only, up narrow stairs, and into a long, curving hallway 
that was almost completely dark, except that tinted windows on the inside of 
the curve looked over the Arena. They could see that on the huge polished 
wood floor below, ringed by rows and rows of now-empty seats and roofed by 
a gently curving dome and massive wooden beams, a company of dancers was 
practicing, with full production lights and sound. “Be quiet,” Tabitha 
whispered. 

They walked along, and soon came to a man and a lady working at a 
complex control panel. Both wore headsets, and were obviously 
concentrating on instructions from someone in the Arena. Tabitha grabbed 
Ashley’s hand, and stepped to the side where they wouldn’t be in anyone’s way 
or line of sight. 

After a few more minutes, the dancers stopped, and the lady spoke. “Time 
index 15:40. That’s the scene four break.” 

“Let’s make our adjustment notes — it doesn’t look like we have long,” the 
man said. Then he noticed the two girls. “Hi, Tabby.” 

“Hi, Brother Glen. We'll be quiet.” 

“Thanks,” he said, and then turned back to the lady beside him. “I want to 
check the bass amplification level during the first minute of that scene. 
Sounded weak to me, and it’s important to the score.” 

The dancers soon started their rehearsal again, and the technicians had to 
concentrate on dozens of lighting and sound levels. Tabitha tugged on 
Ashley’s hand, and they walked further around the curving passage, passing 
racks and shelves of all kinds of lighting and sound equipment. When they 
were about a third of the way around, Tabitha stopped at one of the tinted 
windows. 

“We can whisper now. And this is one of the best views of the Arena. It’s 
one hundred feet across on the floor. The seats hold about fifteen hundred 
people. And there are six places, like the one you see over there, for teams or 
judges to sit.” 

“Tt’s neat! And it'll hold all the gymnastics apparatus?” 

“Men’s or women’s, but not both at once. Sometimes we have our dance 
classes in here.” 

“You take dance lessons?” 
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“Yep. They’re required for elite gymnasts.” She grinned at Ashley. 

A little later, when they finally exited the Arena and headed back toward 
the locker room, they saw that it was already four o’clock. “Sister Heather 
said she’d meet us for dinner at five,” Ashley said. 

“Great! We get to eat in the Garden Dining Room, and I think there’s 
prime rib and broiled halibut tonight!” 

“Yum!” Ashley agreed. “I should wash my hair and put on my dress.” 

“Want to meet somewhere?” 

“Main Lobby?” Ashley suggested. 

“Yeah! Ten ‘til?” 

“Okay!” They slapped each other’s hands, raced together back to the Main 
Lobby, and then went their separate directions. 

* 

When they found each other twenty minutes later, they both giggled, 
seeing each other in formal dresses after their day spent in nothing but 
leotards. They headed for the Dining Hall hand in hand. 

Sister Heather was already there in the little waiting lounge at the entrance 
to the dining room. 

“Well, I don’t have to worry about you two getting along okay!” she said as 
the girls entered. “I invited Sister Karen to join us. She should be here any 
moment.” 

“Great!” Tabitha said. “Karen’s our team captain. She’s fun.” 

The hostess showed them to a table. A brown-haired thirteen-year-old girl 
with hazel eyes dashed in just as they were sitting down. Heather introduced 
them, and then Tabitha told Karen what she and Ashley had done that day. 

“T had to work in my garden all day long,” Karen said in a less than excited 
voice as they all looked at menus. “Part of it washed away in the last rain 
storm!” 

The other two girls didn’t laugh, as Karen had obviously had a rough day. 

Ashley looked at her menu. She was surprised to discover that there were 
only three items on it: one meat, one fish, and one vegetable entree. “I’ve 
never seen a menu like this before.” 

“Tt is different, isn’t it. Our dining room just serves a few special items 
each evening,” Heather explained. “You can get a combo of any two, or even 
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all three.” 

“T’m having a triple combo, large portion,” Karen said. 

“Karen! You're gonna get fat!” Tabitha taunted. 

“Don’t worry about it! I forgot to eat lunch.” 

“Triple, light portion for me,” Tabitha said. 

A waitress arrived and exchanged greetings with the other members at the 
table. Her name badge identified her as Sister Helen. They all ordered, with 
Ashley following Tabitha’s lead. 

“Shall we get a chilled bottle of sparkling cider?” Heather suggested. 

Everyone agreed with smiles and nods. 

Suddenly Ashley’s attention was caught by the scene outside the large 
windows of the dining room. It was an intricate garden of miniature hills and 
valleys, rivers and cobblestone roads, with tiny houses, shops, castles, and 
other structures nestled amongst little bonsai trees and manicured lawns. 
The lights in the houses were coming on, one by one, as the sky overhead 
darkened into evening. 

“It’s beautiful!” Ashley said in an awe-struck whisper. She watched as a 
little boat, complete with lighted cabin, moved slowly down the nearest river, 
and noticed that the tiny clock hands on the church tower were telling the 
correct time. 

“You like our little fantasy garden?” Sister Heather asked. “You made 
some of those buildings, didn’t you Karen?” 

“Two of them. And I helped with some others. Brother Felix is working on 
Count Dracula’s Castle, to go over there in those wooded hills.” 

“Many people eat dinner here just to look at the garden, but they usually 
love the food too,” Heather said. 

Soon they were busy with sparkling cider in wine stems, fresh croissants 
and whipped butter, and fresh fruit and tasty cheese appetizers. Ashley 
noticed that the lights slowly dimmed in the dining room and hidden outside 
illumination simulated moonlight over the garden of miniatures. The candle 
on their table spread a warm glow as their platters arrived with succulent 
prime rib, lightly broiled halibut, and a delicate mixture of steamed 
vegetables, several of which Ashley had never seen before. Heather pointed 
out the creamed horseradish, bearnaise, and lemon butter sauces in the 
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middle of the table, and explained what each was for. Karen reminded the 
younger gymnasts how much fat they contained. 
* 

By the time they had finished the little cups of mint chocolate mousse that 
the waitress brought for dessert, it was five minutes before six, and Tabitha 
quickly guided Ashley out of the Dining Room, through the Main Lobby, and 
down two more corridors to Conference Center One, where a tall black lady 
was greeting the prospective members. 

“See you, Ashley. You’re out at nine. I'll meet you here.” 

Ashley watched the eleven-year-old gymnast as she waved and then 
headed back toward the Main Lobby, leaving Ashley there to do what she had 
come to do. She felt she had already known Tabitha for a long time. When 
she finally turned around, the tall lady smiled and extended a hand. 

“You must be Ashley!” she said in a melodic, southern accent. 

“That’s me!” 

“Come on in and get comfortable. There are a couple more folks who 
should be here any minute.” 

Ashley stepped into the pleasantly decorated conference room. Inside 
were about twenty people, and enough tables and comfortable chairs to hold 
them. She figured they ranged in age from about twenty to about seventy, and 
that would make her the youngest one there, but the thought didn’t bother 
her. They looked like nice people. She spotted an empty chair beside a quiet- 
looking middle-aged man, and headed for it. 

“Um, is anyone sitting here?” she asked. 

“No,” he said, a little surprised that she wanted to sit beside him, and 
pulled out the chair for her. 

“Thank you,” she said, and slipped into the chair. At that moment two 
more people came in, about thirty and fifty, Ashley guessed, and then the 
black lady entered and pulled the door closed behind her. 

“Well, well! Since you're all here, I guess I don’t need to stand in the lobby 
any longer, do I?” she said in an animated voice. Everyone laughed. “It’s nice 
to have everyone here on time. Doesn’t always happen! When I call your 
name, please stand and take a bow.” 

Several people looked at each other with raised eyebrows. 
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“William of Atlanta, Georgia?” 

Bearded, over-weight William stood self-consciously and bowed. 

“Jennifer of Troy, Oregon?” 

She continued through her list, and people started loosening up. When 
she came to Ashley of Rapid City, South Dakota, Ashley stood and bowed just 
like she did for the gymnastics judges. 

“This over here is Brother Paul.” 

The red-haired young man of about twenty-five, who was sitting at a front 
table facing the rest of the group, stood and bowed. “Of Devonshire, 
England.” 

“And I, in case you haven’t guessed, am Sister Clairebeth, from the 
sometimes-great state of Mississippi.” She bowed to some laughter. “Not 
only is the right number of people here, you are the right people!” More 
laughter. “Brother Paul and I are two of about a dozen members who make 
up the evaluation team that will be guiding you through this sometimes fun, 
sometimes uncomfortable, but alas necessary, process. Let’s start with first 
things first. Have any of you not had a chance to eat dinner?” 

One timid hand went up, and the middle-aged lady attached to it said, “My 
bus was running very late, and I only got here at 5:45.” 

“Nooo problem!” Sister Clairebeth said. “I don’t want anyone fainting on 
me. Any special diet?” 

The lady shook her head. 

“Anyone else? Okay.” She pulled a pager from her belt and pressed some 
keys. 

“Kitchen. Sister Mary here,” a voice said. 

“Mary! This is C.B. I need a tray! Can I send Paul for it?” 

“C.B.! Just tell me what you want!” 

“Food! Calories, protein, you know!” Clairebeth said, and several people 
laughed. 

Chuckling, the lady in the kitchen said, “I should have something around 
here that fits that description. Give me five minutes.” 

“Thanks! See you in the pool tonight!” She set down the pager. “Walk 
slowly, Paul.” 

Brother Paul headed for the door. “I need to stop by the photocopier 
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anyway.” 

“So, while Paul plays gopher, we begin. In front of you in the red binders 
are your workbooks. Open to page one, and you will see a formal letter of 
welcome to Lyceum, complete with THE RULES. Rule One, you are guests, 
which means that we take care of your needs while you are here, including 
local transportation. But remember: we’re not mind readers, so if you need 
something that we haven’t anticipated, ASK. The flip side of being a guest is 
that you must act like one. You have the privileges of VISITORS at this point, 
not MEMBERS. Ifa door says Staff Only, guess what that means?” 

Several people smiled knowingly. 

“Right! If you are with a member, such as your contact person, that’s 
different. Questions?” 

Everyone appeared comfortable with Rule One. 

“Good. Rule Two, complete and total respect of everyone and everything. 
You are not here to express your views on politics, religion, or anything else. 
You are here to quietly decide if Lyceum is for you, and to let us pick at your 
brains and your souls so we can decide if you are for Lyceum. Questions?” 

“How many people do you accept?” a late middle-aged lady asked. 

“Good question. There is absolutely no quota or target. We can accept all 
of you, or none of you, and both situations have happened in the past. But I 
can give you some statistics.” She flipped through a notebook. “Last year, we 
had sixty-three formal applications for membership. Forty-five of those got to 
this point, where yall are today. Twenty-two got to the end of the week and 
still wanted to be members. We accepted fifteen, told two that we would 
mentor them for a year or so while they prepared more fully, and told the rest 
that they would, in our opinion, be happier elsewhere.” 

Several people chuckled and Brother Paul arrived with the tray. 

The lady who asked the question was figuring on paper. “So you accept 
about a third of those who get to this point?” 

Sister Clairebeth referred to her notebook. “Over the last ten years, it has 
averaged twenty-eight percent. In a group this size, that would be six or 
seven. But remember, that’s just an average. And notice that most of those 
who did not become members de-selected themselves. It’s easiest on 
everyone that way, of course.” 
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Several people nodded understandingly. 

“Okay, moving along and turning the page, here is your schedule for the 
week. The wake-up alarms in your rooms will be programmed for six o’clock 
in the morning.” There were a couple of moans. “That’s when the members 
generally get up too,” she said, smiling. “Wednesday is an exception. Sister 
Rachael will wake you at about four.” More, louder moans. “Notice especially 
the blocks of time on your schedules that say Free Time. They are primarily 
for you to use, as you see fit, to decide if you like Lyceum enough to become a 
member. You can explore the campus to your heart’s content, as everything at 
Lyceum is open to the public unless, for a good reason, it says otherwise. You 
can use the library, the Recreation Center, the shrines and chapels, et cetera, 
ad infinitim. In your workbooks is a list of when everything is open. Also 
with your free time, you can talk to the members. They know what questions 
they can answer and what is confidential. And you can respectfully observe 
anything that is open to the public. If you want to see something that is not 
open to the public, ASK. We can probably arrange it. BUT REMEMBER, it is 
ultimately YOUR responsibility to do whatever you need to do to decide if 
Lyceum is for you or not.” 

Ashley felt she already knew the answer to that question, and so she 
planned to use her free time in the gym. 

“You should read and study everything in your workbooks. We will be 
going over the Lyceum Constitution together, which is in your blue binders, 
but you should probably spend some personal time with it also. These three 
books,” she said, grabbing them from the top of the supply cabinet near her 
and holding them up, “which all of you received in the mail in order to get to 
this point, are also basic, essential reading. If you did not bring yours, I will 
happily give you another set. In addition, I have about fifty other books that 
you should look over, one or more of which may be of interest to you. These 
include the only four anti-Lyceum books that have, to our knowledge, been 
published. This cabinet will generally be with us wherever we meet for the 
next week, and you can each borrow one book at a time.” 

Ashley had never been a fast reader, and so had no hopes of digging 
through stacks of books. She hoped that asking questions would supply her 
with whatever information she needed. 
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Just then a short little man slipped in and handed Sister Clairebeth a note. 
The black lady read it, a frown forming on her face. Ashley watched and 
listened. 

“Ooooo!” Clairebeth exclaimed. “I was afraid those factions weren’t going 
to see eye to eye. Please tell the Secretary I’m free after nine o’clock our time, 
and we can get a SatLink channel set up right away, putting us on-line with 
Ghana by mid-morning tomorrow, their time. Arrange for appropriate gifts 
for each party to help break the ice, and I’ll change clothes before we Link.” 

The man nodded and left. Someone asked the facilitator what was 
happening, but she replied that she was not at liberty to say. Ashley felt 
totally lost. 

The introductory session went on with more ground rules, and a detailed 
look at the activities scheduled for the week, most of which sounded like fun 
to Ashley but evoked moans from many of the adults. There were more 
questions and answers. At about eight o’clock, a large cart of snacks and 
beverages arrived and they took a break. 

Then Brother Paul stood and went over things like Lodge check-in for 
those who hadn’t yet done so, laundry, and meals. 

“What access do we have to the Healing Arts Clinic?” an elderly man 
asked. 

“The same access that any visitor has,” Brother Paul said. “We take care of 
any emergency without charge, as long as we have the skills and facilities. If 
you need or prefer a hospital, they of course charge for their services. Our 
rates for elective care are very reasonable.” 

“Thank you,” the man said. 

“It’s 8:55, and I need to cover one more topic,” Paul said. “If, at any time 
during the week, you decide that you do not want to go on with it, we'll 
understand. We'll cover your lodging and meals for at least another day, 
longer if you are traveling on reserved tickets that can’t be moved up. If you'll 
give us an hour of your time to fill out an evaluation of us and our process, 
then we have a fifty dollar gift certificate for you to use in the Gift Shop before 
you go.” 

He took a deep breath. “That’s it for today. We’re off to a good start. You 
are now in one of those blocks of Free Time, but remember to get some sleep, 
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as Six a.m. is only nine hours away! I’ll see you again on Tuesday. Remember 
that you meet in the Dining Hall at seven tomorrow morning.” 

He and Clairebeth packed their supply cabinet while most of the 
prospective members filtered out the door, referring to their workbooks to 
decide what they wanted to do with the rest of their evening, and where things 
were located. A few lingered to ask questions. Ashley hopped up and dashed 
into the Conference Center Lobby. There was Tabitha sitting cross-legged in a 
chair, again wearing her leotard. 

“How was it?” she asked as Ashley bounced over. 

“All sounded easy to me. Rules and schedules and stuff. Been to the 
gym?” 

“Nope. I wanted to wait for you, so I did some schoolwork and other 
things. Gym’s closed now, so we'll probably have it to ourselves, us and 
Karen.” 

At that moment, Sister Clairebeth was wheeling her book and supply 
cabinet out of the conference room. “So, Ashley! Are there any questions you 
have that I can answer more easily now that the crowd is gone?” 

“Um... I hope I don’t have to read all those books you have in your 
cabinet,” she said, pointing to it. 

“No, not at all! In someone your age, your own morals and ethics are 
what’s important. Those books are just for the adults who want to 
intellectualize the process to death.” 

“Good. And I was wondering... am I... I mean would I be... I mean, would 
me and Tabitha be the youngest ones here?” 

Nope. We had a six-year-old girl once.” 

“Wow! Had?” Ashley said, noticing Clairebeth’s use of the past tense. 
“What happened to her?” 

“Time passed. Now she’s eight and a half,” the black lady said, grinning. 

Ashley smiled. 

“Good night, you two!” 

“Good night, Sister Clairebeth!” both girls said at once. 

Ashley and Tabitha talked a little while longer, and then were soon in the 
gym, along with Karen and a man using a weight machine. Karen was in a 
much better mood now that her garden was back in shape. They tumbled and 
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played on the balance beams until almost eleven o’clock, and then all headed 
for bed. 

Ashley set her workbook and her copy of the Lyceum Constitution lovingly 
on her little desk in the room called Antelope, hung up her dress, and was 
soon fast asleep. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 15: But What Would I Do? 


Ashley was groggy for awhile after the wake-up alarm chimed in her room, 
but as seven o'clock approached, she joined the other prospective members as 
they all converged in the lobby of the Lyceum Lodge. Greetings and yawns 
were exchanged, and they all headed for the Dining Hall. 

When they arrived, they found a long table in the main restaurant section 
with a sign on it that said Reserved for Evaluation Group. A very ancient- 
looking gray-haired man sat at one end sipping tea. As they selected seats, he 
watched them with sharp eyes over his tea cup. 

Ashley noticed that no one immediately sat next to the quiet middle-aged 
man, so she again asked his permission, and he again pulled the chair out for 
her, a little less timidly than the night before. She noticed, once everyone had 
selected a chair, that there were exactly enough places for the group. 

As soon as they were all seated, the gray-haired man spoke for the first 
time in a slow and precise voice. “Good morning. My name is Ted. The 
Brother part is optional — you may use it if you wish, as I don’t mind either 
way. At 7:30 we will bus our own table, and at 7:45 we will meet in 
Preparation Room A in the Ecumenical Temple. Enjoy your breakfast.” 

A moment later pitchers of juice and milk and pots of hot water arrived, 
followed closely by platters of pastries and cheeses and sliced meats. Tubs of 
whipped butter and jam completed the meal. 

Brother Ted did not initiate any further conversation, and when spoken to, 
gave only one-word answers. Everyone soon realized that he wanted to eat his 
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breakfast in silence. 

At 7:30, as instructed, they all began to clear the table onto an empty cart 
that stood nearby. Ashley noticed that Ted did his share of the cleaning, even 
though he moved slowly. At 7:40, he began to walk toward what everyone 
hoped was Preparation Room A, as no one else in the group had ever been 
there. 

They passed slowly through the Main Lobby, following behind Brother 
Ted, and noticed a fairly large number of nicely dressed people arriving, most 
of them making their way toward the Dining Hall. They entered a glass walled 
corridor that Ashley had not yet explored, and a little later passed through a 
dimly lit circular lobby. 

As they slowly followed their guide along the next section of glass corridor, 
they could see gardens on both sides, now in a state of winter dormancy and 
yet well tended. They could also glimpse the sheer concrete and glass walls 
and the sweeping roof of the large building they were approaching. 

The walkway soon entered the Ecumenical Temple’s huge mass, and a 
wide lobby opened on both their left and right, appearing to completely 
encircle the building. Straight ahead of them was a large archway that led to 
the interior of the structure, but at that moment it was covered by a heavy 
curtain. Brother Ted turned to the right, and they soon came to the door of 
Preparation Room A. 

Inside were shelves and closets, dressing rooms and restrooms. There 
were plenty of benches and a few chairs, and they arrayed themselves on these 
as best they could, taking into account Ted’s choice of a chair by one wall. 
There was a long moment of silence. 

“Today is Sunday,” he began, “and so a very good day to talk about 
Religion. In about an hour, you will have the privilege of observing one of the 
most beautiful celebrations that Lyceum hosts. It is called Whispers From 
Many Sacred Places, and requires the talents of more than a hundred of our 
members to produce. Based on the number of people who attended last year, 
and the fact that the weather is good, we expect close to two thousand 
visitors.” Someone whistled. “Luckily our group has reserved seats.” 


* 


For the next half hour, Ted spoke on what seemed to be a random 
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collection of topics, all of which could be loosely referred to as Religious 
History. He spoke of ancient Druids and modern evangelists, golden stupas 
and massive cathedrals. Everyone was amazed at the breadth of his 
knowledge. Ashley hoped she didn’t need to remember much of what he was 
telling them. 

Suddenly Brother Ted said, “It is time,” and he rose and led them out of 
the room and through the now open passageway into the Temple. 

Ashley remembered her first glimpse of the interior of the Lyceum 
Ecumenical Temple for the rest of her life. As she stepped inside, the walls 
seemed to fall away from her in all directions. The vast interior opened out to 
her left and right, and she could see the main walkway at her level going 
completely around and connecting with three other entrances. The high 
curved ceiling rose above her to dizzying heights, where she could see a 
balcony and many hanging banners. Rows and rows of seats, quickly filling 
with people, extended above and even behind her. Finally she noticed that 
more seats, already full of people, dropped down in front of her to a large 
circular floor far below. 

Brother Ted led them to a small roped-off area somewhat above the main 
walkway, and as soon as they were seated, a formally dressed usher took down 
the rope. Ashley gazed in wonder all around the room, and soon music began 
and an unseen choir softly sang. 

As soon as everyone was seated, dancers dressed as different kinds of 
angels and spirits began to prance to and fro. Ashley was pretty sure she 
recognized Tabitha as a Woods Sprite and Karen as a white robed, winged 
angel. 

The drama began as two hunched figures in furry costumes, speaking to 
each other softly with grunts and gestures, piled up stones on the floor of the 
Temple. Everyone was completely silent, and the tap of the stones as they 
touched could be clearly heard. When they had finished constructing their 
crude table, and had exchanged a few more grunts, one of them placed a piece 
of fruit on the top of the pile, and they both cast their eyes upward. The choir 
again sang and the spirits danced. Ashley was deeply touched. 

With each passing drama, the visitors that filled the seats were asked to 
participate more and more, first with a few spoken words, then with choruses 
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of song, then with the reception of small gifts that the dancing spirits 
distributed. Ashley noticed that the lighting, the music, and the banners 
changed with each drama. 

In the final event, a dozen people of all ages, races, and cultures, speaking 
many different languages, worked together to build some kind of mysterious 
machine, and out of the machine came loaf upon loaf of freshly baked bread. 
The dozen, with the help of the dancing spirits and ushers, carried baskets of 
bread to every row of the people, while the music played and the choir sang, 
and all the people broke the bread and shared it thoughtfully. 

At the very end, the twelve people each bowed to the visitors and each 
spoke in a different language. To know what they were saying, Ashley had to 
wait for the very last one, who spoke in English. 

“Welcome to this humble place. We hope that you will enjoy your visit, 
and find peace, comfort, and inspiration here. We are at your service.” 

* 

By the time the evaluation group filed out of the Ecumenical Temple and 
returned to Preparation Room A, it was nearly eleven o’clock. They spent the 
rest of the morning discussing the production they had just seen. Almost 
everyone in the room had been moved by some part of it, and at least a little 
bothered by some other part. Brother Ted was completely willing to stay out 
of the discussion when it seemed to be moving along without him, but he 
asked questions when the group fell silent, and answered questions when 
asked... but with few words. 

The group was surprised to find that lunch on Sunday for the members 
consisted of a do-it-yourself situation in the Residential Lobby, with stacks of 
paper plates, loaves of sandwich bread, sliced meats, cheeses, tomatoes, jars 
of mayonnaise, and other condiments and sandwich trimmings. Ted 
reminded them that service came first at Lyceum, and at that moment, many 
of the two thousand people who had attended the public inspirational service 
were still jamming the Dining Hall. But he promised them a very pleasant 
dinner. 

* 

After they had eaten and reconvened in a room somewhere in Conference 

Center One, they became aware that they had already lost one person. Two 


Lyceum Quest 127 


other members joined Brother Ted for the afternoon, and they took turns 
going over all the information in the Lyceum Constitution that had anything 
to do with religion. 

When they finished for the day at five o’clock, two other prospective 
members were looking pretty uncomfortable. Ashley was thoughtful all 
during dinner, aware that many things had been said that she didn’t 
understand, and hoping that not too much of it applied directly to her. 

That evening was free time, so she and Tabitha went to the gym, and were 
soon having so much fun that Ashley forgot to put several questions to her 
companion that she had been meaning to ask. 

* 

Monday morning was devoted to things that Ashley didn’t find particularly 
enjoyable, like writing resumes of their life experiences, taking tests, and 
talking about economic arrangements. She was able to pay attention to the 
economics because the facilitator would always give the numbers for age 
twelve, as well as for the adults. She learned that she had fewer work hours 
than the adults, but had to take more classes. That was okay with her, as long 
as there would be time left for her gymnastics training. 

That afternoon, two members they hadn’t met before, a man and a woman 
both about sixty years old, took the group to a classroom in the Research 
Center, and went over all the material in their workbooks about scientific 
topics. Ashley noticed that different people were uncomfortable than had 
been the day before, and she wondered why. The group walked through 
several laboratories, watched a geology show in the Planetarium Theater, and 
observed some members as they prepared an archeological museum exhibit. 
Since Ashley didn’t know much about science, she hoped she didn’t have to 
remember it all. 

One thing did catch Ashley’s attention, and she used the mid-afternoon 
break time to examine it more fully. The corridor to the Research Center was 
not glass walled, as most of the other ones, but completely enclosed and lined 
with intricate murals. On one side was a graphic history of the world, with the 
present at the end closest to the Main Lobby, and the formation of the 
universe at the other. She was fascinated by the fact that it included normal 
textbook history, scientific stuff like geology and evolution, religious ideas, 
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and even mythology. Looking closely, she could see that it included time lines 
that were in months and days at one end, and in millions of years at the other. 
Tiny captions labeled everything from the creation of the rings of Saturn to 
the invention of the electric light bulb. In several places she noticed that it 
was divided into two or more alternate paths, with explanations about each 
theory. She felt like she could gaze at it for hours, even though she currently 
understood little of it. 

Again that evening she and Tabitha, along with Karen, went to the gym. 
They asked if she had any questions they could answer, but she couldn’t think 
of any. Her mind was focused on the balance beam, wondering if she was 
ready to try her level seven routine again. 

* 

On Tuesday morning, the evaluation group met at 6:15 in the Residential 
Lobby, as their schedules instructed and as they had been reminded the 
previous day. Someone noticed that they had lost another person. A couple 
of minutes later, Brother Paul arrived. 

“Good morning, everyone. As you may remember from your schedules, 
this morning and evening are devoted to observing, and in some ways 
experiencing, the day to day life of the resident members. There is no free 
time today, but everything we are doing will be low key and relaxing, and we'll 
have all the usual meal and snack breaks.” 

Even though the day’s activities sounded interesting, Ashley knew she 
would miss Tabitha, Karen, and the gym. 

“Life for the members begins at 6:30 with a worship and reflection time in 
each residence hall. Forty to sixty members live in each hall, so we each have 
a group of people, a neighborhood if you will, that we get to know a little 
better than we generally do the rest of the members.” 

“How many members are there?” a lady asked. 

“About nine hundred and fifty. A shade under four hundred are currently 
on the campus. The rest are non-resident, or part-time but not here right 
now, or on assignment in New York or one of our planning offices, or on 
vacation. Please hold other questions for a little later, as we have to promptly 
head over to my residence hall, which is called Terrabithia. Remember, we 
will be there to observe, and not to participate or comment.” 
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He led them out one of the doors, and a covered outside walkway wound 
through the trees until they came to an irregularly shaped building that 
seemed to go up and up until it was almost as tall as the firs and pines. It 
reminded Ashley of a huge pile of toy building blocks. They entered the main 
door, and were soon standing in a large indoor courtyard. Many small doors 
surrounded them, some open that clearly went to laundry rooms, play rooms, 
craft rooms, store rooms, an office, and the like. Others were divided from 
each other by planters and had patio furniture and occasionally children’s toys 
near them. Looking up they could see the balconies of at least two more floors 
ringed by apartments and other kinds of rooms. 

Their attention was quickly drawn to the meeting circle in the middle of 
the courtyard. It descended in carpeted steps to a much lower level, looking 
to Ashley like a miniature version of the Ecumenical Temple. It was quickly 
filling as the members of the hall quietly filtered out of the apartments and 
down the stairs. Some of them were dressed, and some were still in bath 
robes. A lady started softly playing chords on a guitar, and a man was setting 
up what looked like an altar on a small table at the bottom that was covered by 
a beautiful green cloth. When most of the residents were in place, Brother 
Paul pointed toward some stacks of chairs against one wall, and all the 
prospective members were soon seated around the meeting circle to watch. 

“As you folks know, I’ve only done this once before,” the man at the 
bottom by the altar said, “and I seriously considered doing a human sacrifice 
of Brother Paul when he told me that the evaluation group would be here on 
my day...” 

Everyone chuckled, and the man and Brother Paul grinned at each other. 

“The things I have placed on this altar may look a little funny to some of 
you. This clock and this porcelain cat belonged to my grandmother, and were 
on the little table where she collected statues of Mother Mary, votive candles, 
rosaries, and other such things. I didn’t choose to be Catholic, but all those 
things, including the clock and the cat, make up my memory of the first sacred 
place that ever touched my life. I was ten years old when she died, and I 
remember kneeling in front of the little table when we opened her house to get 
it cleaned up to sell. I started talking to God at that little table, that sacred 
place in my deceased grandmother’s house on that day.” 
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He fell silent for a long time, and Ashley noticed that many people had 
their eyes closed, perhaps remembering their own grandmothers. 

“Today I’m aware that Joe and Elizabeth are about to go on vacation, and I 
want to wish them a safe journey.” A long moment of silence passed. “I know 
that Terry is going to the hospital soon for surgery, and I want all our prayers 
to be with her.” Another silent minute passed. “I believe I heard that Brenda 
has a hard pre-med test coming up, and I pray that the angels will be 
whispering in her ears.” 

Ashley thought she saw a teenage girl blush. After a couple more prayers 
and wishes, the simple service ended as the man blew out the candles, and all 
of the residents began to amble toward the Dining Hall. The prospective 
members already knew they were eating with the members that day, and that 
they should not sit beside any other prospective member or their contact 
person. Ashley found herself walking beside the lady who had played the 
guitar. They smiled at each other. 

“May I sit beside you?” Ashley asked. 

“Sure. I’m Carolyn.” 

“I’m Ashley.” 

“How do you like Lyceum, Ashley?” 

“T think it’s great. Don’t understand everything yet, but I’m working on 
it!” They both laughed as they entered the Dining Hall and found seats at one 
of the long tables in the members’ section. Ashley felt a little strange looking 
at the huge room from that side of the row of planters for the first time. “So, 
what do the members eat?” 

Carolyn chuckled. “We have a joke about that here, because there’s almost 
always something on the table that was leftover from a banquet or buffet. 
Sometimes the whole meal is leftovers!” 

Ashley giggled, but was soon engrossed in the process of passing pitchers 
and platters up and down the table, and filling her plate with whatever looked 
tasty and low-fat. 

“Are you on a diet?” Carolyn asked. 

“Training diet. ’m a gymnast.” 

“Wow, that’s exciting! Can you do a cartwheel?” 

Ashley smiled at the question, but then reminded herself that Carolyn 
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knew nothing about her. “Uh huh.” 

“Good morning, Brothers and Sisters,” an older lady said, standing up at 
her place. “I’d like to welcome our prospective members, who will be eating 
all three meals with us today. Members, please notice that there are some last 
minute schedule changes, as conference four twenty-six that starts this 
evening had some additional needs. These changes effect Brothers Malcolm 
and Randy Robert, and Sisters Tina, Helen, and Samantha. Also, Brother 
Chad is filling in for Brother Larry on transportation today, and so he won’t be 
on the grounds crew.” 

Ashley listened to all kinds of conversation for the rest of breakfast, and 
then pitched in as the four hundred members cleared the tables, carted 
everything to the dish room and quickly processed it all through the 
commercial dish washers, put it all away, and reset the tables. Some grabbed 
brooms and mops and had the floors done in no time, and others grabbed 
vacuums and went over the corridors and the Residential Lobby. Ashley was 
amazed at how quickly and easily it was all done. 

For the rest of the morning, they followed member after member to their 
workplaces. First Brother Paul led them to the massive Production and 
Maintenance building, and in one workshop they talked to an elderly couple 
who were skillfully making pieces of fine wooden doll house furniture. After 
they had explained the basics of their craft, Brother Paul asked them what else 
they did at Lyceum. 

The white-haired man spoke first. “I also do some of the electronics repair 
work around here, and I often program the Planetarium computer. One day a 
week I go over to the zoo and brush animals.” 

“T work in the kitchen some, and I write foundation grants and do some 
editing for the Publications Office,” the lady said. 

They thanked the couple and wandered over to the automotive machine 
shop, where they found two men up to their elbows in grease, with a diesel 
engine hanging from a hoist between them. 

“We do all our own rebuilding at Lyceum,” one man said. “We have an 
excellent hydraulic shop, every machine tool you could imagine, cylinder bore, 
hot tank, armature winder, everything. Our parts department rivals the 
dealers.” 
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“Do you work on little things, too?” a lady asked, a slight scowl on her face 
as she looked at the huge, greasy engine. 

“Oh, sure. I did a bicycle last week.” 

“I can beat that!” the other man said. “I fixed some roller skates!” 

Several people chuckled. 

“Is this about the worst you have to do?” a man asked, pointing at the 
diesel engine. 

“Nope. There are jet turbines in our helicopters that make this thing look 
simple.” 

Again Brother Paul asked them what they did on other days, and many 
were surprised to learn that one was a Certified Public Accountant and the 
other was a Doctor of Dental Surgery. 

For the rest of the morning they continued talking to Lyceum members at 
work: a waitress in the Dining Hall who was also a Certified Teacher, a man 
editing a video tape for network broadcast who also trimmed trees, and a 
Medical Doctor in the Healing Arts Clinic who also made signs and posters. 

On the way to lunch Ashley was thoughtful, trying to imagine what kind of 
work she might do if she was accepted as a member of Lyceum. It was hard, 
very hard, to think of anything she could do compared to the many skilled 
activities she had seen that morning. 

* 

After lunch, the prospective members followed Sister Clairebeth to a large 
office on the edge of the Main Lobby. It had a comfortable lounge, a long 
meeting table of dark, polished wood, and plenty of desks, work tables, 
computers, and communications consoles. One wall was a huge map of the 
world, with numerous lines drawn on it and pins stuck in it. A man anda 
woman were at work in one corner. 

“Hey! It’s really good to see yall again!” Sister Clairebeth began in her 
nearly flamboyant style. “I see the group has shrunk slightly, but that’s to be 
expected. This afternoon, I’m sure you know, is devoted to Lyceum’s mission 
of providing services on the international level. This is where the truly 
awesome responsibilities begin, and I’ll try to give you a sense of why that is.” 

“Do you ever go on assignments to other countries?” an older lady asked. 

“IT spend about two weeks a year abroad on assignment. I speak six African 
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languages fluently, as well as French, and I am certified to lead eleven of the 
fourteen types of international missions we offer. Three years ago, you might 
remember the Kenya Crisis? I was in there for two months. Absolutely 
exhausted when it was finally over!” 

Several people laughed in sympathy. 

Ashley felt particularly lost for the rest of the afternoon. Sister Clairebeth 
talked about aid missions, technical missions, mediation, arbitration, research 
missions, educational services, and many other things, but it was hard for 
Ashley to see how a twelve-year-old girl could fit into any of it. 

Sister Clairebeth showed them on the map the six places where Lyceum 
had large planning offices that were getting ready to open new campuses, and 
the twenty-three other places where they had small offices and apartments for 
the support of international missions. Many times Clairebeth called for 
questions, but Ashley felt so confused that she couldn’t even think of what to 
ask. 

* 

At dinner time Ashley put it all out of her mind and enjoyed listening to 
the members around her talk about all the things they had done that day. And 
the evening turned out to be enjoyable because they went from building to 
building to see what members did in their spare time. They looked in on a 
large board game being played by six or seven members who were all speaking 
Chinese as they played. They stopped by a craft class where eight people were 
learning how to make glass beads and ornaments. And they found quite a few 
members in the swimming pool, some doing laps, some playing on the slides 
and diving boards, and some soaking in the hot pool. 

Finally they entered a cozy viewing room where a movie was about to start, 
and were invited to stay. Their facilitator waved good night, and reminded 
them to get to bed early as their next meeting was at four o’clock the following 
morning. None of the evaluation group members yet knew why. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 16: Getting a Little Too Comfortable 


At four o’clock the following morning, a tall, sculptured lady of about fifty 
and a slender girl of about eight walked side by side into the Lyceum Lodge. 
Both were wearing warm cloaks, hoods currently thrown back. When they 
came to the room called Antelope, they stopped, silently looked at each other 
for a moment, and then the tall lady continued on down the hallway. The 
small figure knocked on the door. 

Ashley opened the door while still rubbing a sleepy eye with her other 
hand. “I’m almost ready.” 

The tall figure entered each of the dorm rooms in which the adult 
prospective members were sleeping, shook each person once and said, “Come, 
follow me, dress warmly.” Some didn’t wake immediately, but those who did 
helped the others to come to life as soon as the tall lady had gone. 

The two figures stood silently together in the lobby of the Lodge as the 
sleepy people began to emerge from their rooms. Then without a word the 
two members led them through the Main Lobby and out into the pre-dawn 
darkness. It was not raining, but everything was wet and cold. Ashley was 
glad for the warmth of her big coat that would keep her toasty even in South 
Dakota. There were lights along all the walkways they followed, but someone 
near the end of the line was already grumbling about the darkness. 

Soon they entered the Asian Garden, and followed a trail that slowly 
wound its way through a dense pine forest in which Ashley glimpsed little 
lakes and partly hidden log buildings with strangely curving roofs and lights 
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twinkling inside. Some of them looked almost full size, and others appeared 
to be much smaller than normal. They walked on past, but Ashley hoped she 
could explore them someday. 

A few minutes later they came out of the pine forest, descended a winding 
path down a little hill, and came to an elaborate oriental garden of plants and 
rocks, buildings and benches, where there were all sizes and shapes of shrines 
and statues, from tiny ones hidden in little rock grottos, to a huge Buddha in 
an open-air temple. The entire garden was delicately illuminated with hidden 
lamps that drew the eye to each item of importance, and also cast a warm 
glow over the entire area. Even though the scene was foreign to her, Ashley 
was surprised to discover that she felt completely comfortable. 

The tall lady sat on a rock, pulled out a little tin, and began to roll a 
cigarette. The little girl strolled silently amongst the prospective members, 
her hood now covering her head, as some of them began to get familiar with 
the garden, and others just steeled themselves on a bench to grin and bear an 
unpleasant experience. Ashley gazed up at the huge Buddha statue, and came 
to the conclusion that to have a smile like that on his face, he must have been 
holding in some secret. Most everyone was silent for one reason or another, 
but one older lady became impatient for an explanation. 

“Could you please tell me why we are here?” she asked the tall lady. 

The other finished a drag on her cigarette before answering. “To learn 
what we can learn by being in this place.” 

“But why at this ungodly hour?” 

After another drag, “This is an hour that God has given us. And neither 
you, nor I, have too terribly many hours left in this lifetime to waste.” 

About that time Ashley noticed a tiny little shrine that was so low to the 
ground, and so deep, that she was sure no adult would ever see it. And it was 
way off at the end of a short path where hardly anyone would ever go. She sat 
on the pebbly ground and peered inside. In the very back was a Buddha just a 
few inches high, and in front of him was a glass bowl partly filled with 
crystals, pretty rocks, coins, tiny toys, and other things. On each side of the 
Buddha was a little jade dragon statue, and a soft red glow came from a lamp 
she couldn’t see. Suddenly she felt inspired to dig in her coat pockets, where 
she found a shiny button. She placed it carefully in the dish, keeping an eye 
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on the dragons as she did so. Just after she let go of the button, she thought 
she heard someone behind her, but when she turned around, no one was 
there. 

The group visited several more gardens before breakfast, and learned that 
the leader was Sister Rachael and that she would respond thoughtfully to any 
thoughtful question. Some of the group members had already learned that 
she wasted little time on gripes and insincere questions. 

* 

After they had eaten a hearty breakfast, Sister Rachael took them to the 
Ecumenical Temple to observe a meeting of the Lyceum Council. In the 
bottom section below the main aisle were about fifty members, and by 
listening, Ashley figured they were the ones in charge of things. Above the 
main aisle were the prospective members and about forty others. The ones in 
the bottom part worked their way through a long list of little problems, and a 
few big problems, all of which needed solving. Sometimes they would call on 
one of the members above the aisle to give information or suggestions. Often 
they would pause for a minute of silence as they all pondered a problem, and 
several people in the evaluation group were clearly uncomfortable with the 
quiet and the seemingly unproductive time. 

Ashley discovered by listening that their guide for the day was in charge of 
the Art Gallery, and she hoped she would be able to see it. 

That afternoon, Sister Rachael led them to a patch of ground on the back 
side of a building. It had weeds growing amongst rocks and sticks, and even a 
few pieces of trash had blown in and become entangled. Then she pointed to 
several wheelbarrows and garden carts sitting nearby, brimming with all 
manner of tools, bags of mulch, boxes of small plants, and stacks of stepping 
stones. 

“Your task for the afternoon, as a group, is to use these things to beautify 
this space. Beware of any assumptions you may place upon yourselves. For 
example, some of you are elderly, and I did not say that you all had to get 
down and get dirty. Feel free to divide your labor as you see fit. Any 
questions?” 

“What is our time limit?” a man asked who was obviously excited about 
the project. 
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“Four hours. That way you can get showers before dinner. You'll need 
them.” 

Sister Rachael stepped over to a stump and sat down to roll a cigarette. It 
didn’t take the group too long to select a leader, a man whom they already 
knew was a landscape gardener by trade. A couple of people were grumbling 
about the whole idea, and the leader quickly assigned them to be the 
refreshment committee, and to please take their time with their task. At 
someone’s suggestion, the oldest three were asked to go to the library and look 
up good designs, taking into account the materials they had to work with. The 
rest of them, including Ashley, got down to the business clearing the weeds 
and trash. 

By five o’clock, Ashley more than anyone else was covered with mud. She 
had enjoyed doing the dirtiest jobs while others used long-handled tools. The 
grumblers had brought them their mid-afternoon snack, and the old folks had 
found a nice design that let the stepping stones meander through the area, 
clustering the plants in several loose groups. After they had all their tools and 
waste in the barrows and carts, they stood for a moment admiring their work. 
Sister Rachael complemented them, grinned and winked at Ashley, and let 
them head for showers and clean clothes. 

That evening was again free time, and Ashley was glad to see Tabitha and 
go to the gym. She told her companion many of her experiences of the 
previous two days as they warmed up and stretched. Karen joined them a 
little later, and the three elite gymnasts tumbled and played until they were all 
yawning and ready for bed. 

* 

After breakfast on Thursday, a tall, black-haired man named Brother Larry 
led them to the Main Lobby where they selected an unused area and arranged 
themselves on couches, chairs, and pillows. He put them through a long 
series of role plays that were designed to introduce them to some of the 
situations that could come up at Lyceum. Sometimes he would have them 
pretend to be answering the phone, and he would pretend to be the caller. At 
other times one person would pretend to be a member, and another would 
pretend to be a visitor. Sometimes he would give them specific instructions to 
follow, and at other times he made them improvise. 
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Ashley and several others were beginning to think the Main Lobby was not 
such a good place to meet, as visitors were often wandering into their area. A 
hunchbacked lady who acted retarded rolled by in a wheelchair, asked where a 
restroom was, and turned out to need help getting there. Brother Larry was 
busy with a role play, and it was several minutes before two ladies in the 
group decided to help the handicapped person. Somewhat later a teenage boy 
bouncing a basketball cut through and stopped to ask directions to the 
Recreation Center. Ashley told him, and her fellow group members later 
informed her that she had been grinning from ear to ear. And at almost lunch 
time, a man who obviously hadn’t washed his hair or shaved in weeks sat 
down between two of them on a couch and started asking about getting 
something free to eat. One man was offended and moved, but a lady gave him 
ten dollars. He thanked her profusely and left. 

“Okay, everyone, it’s 11:45,” Brother Larry said, “and you’ve all done a 
good job. Allow me to introduce my co-facilitators.” 

The wheelchair lady, now nicely dressed and groomed and no longer 
hunching over, came around a corner and Brother Larry bent down to hug 
her. 

“Good to see you, Larry.” 

“Thank you so much for helping with our role plays.” Then turning to the 
group, he said, “Sister Patricia spends most of her time as a Video Production 
Specialist.” 

Several mouths dropped, and several others smiled knowingly. 

Next the teenager with basketball appeared, shook Larry’s hand, and then 
smiled at Ashley. 

“Brother Jason spends lots of time caring for our zoo animals, and is 
preparing to become a veterinarian.” 

“Tm off to work. Good luck to all of you!” he said and headed across the 
Lobby. 

The unshaven man appeared. 

“And Brother John Michael is one of our helicopter pilots. We caught him 
like this because he just got back from a cross-country skiing vacation.” 

Brother John Michael pulled out the ten dollars and handed it back to the 
generous lady. “I hope you folks will excuse me. I’m dying for a shave and a 
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hot shower!” 

On the way to lunch, a couple of people in the group grumbled about the 
methods that were being used, but others said they had never seen such 
thorough selection techniques before. 

* 

After lunch, Brother Larry took them for a walk along one of the nature 
trails. They came to a place where there was a pile of pre-cut lumber, bags of 
hardware, and buckets of carpentry tools. 

“This afternoon’s project is somewhat similar to the one you had 
yesterday. A Portland retailer stocked these kits that were supposed to make 
little rain or sun shelters. When they discovered that the manufacturer had 
left out the instructions, and had then gone out of business, they donated 
them to us. We’ve put some of them together, and they’re not hard at all. 
What’s tough is figuring out which pieces go where. You'll find that they 
absolutely refuse to go together wrong. We’ve already put in the foundation 
for you, as you can see. Enjoy!” 

The group had a little trouble selecting a leader, as several of the men 
claimed carpentry knowledge. Finally they settled on a lady as a coordinator, 
who then assigned tasks. They began by dividing the structural from the 
roofing materials. Ashley found herself in the group trying to fit the frame 
together, and she was proud to discover the proper location of several of the 
pieces of hardware by trying them in different positions until the bolt holes 
lined up. By two o’clock they were ready to build. 

The frame went up quickly, but the roof required some cutting and nailing. 
Two men who had done it before put on the shingles, one working on each 
side, while others began to sand and stain the frame. At 4:30 they were 
nearing completion when Brother Larry showed up with a wooden bench that 
fit inside perfectly. The group put on the finishing touches, and then stood 
around to admire their work and compliment each other. 

Ashley spent the first part of the evening in the gym with Tabitha, and then 
they both went to a movie that was being shown in one of the residence halls. 
She was getting very used to life at Lyceum, and had almost forgotten that it 
was only for a week. 


* 
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When Friday dawned, they had lost two more people, and Ashley was 
pretty sure she knew of a couple of others who were finishing out the week, 
but weren’t interested in membership. An elderly man named Brother Carl 
who had helped lead the group on Monday was back, and he had several more 
tests for them to take. He also gave them plenty of question and answer time, 
and Ashley asked about the murals on the walls leading to the Research 
Center. Brother Carl spoke slowly and with a tone of awe and fascination in 
his voice. 

“Those beautiful works were created by the people here at Lyceum, usually 
as a part of a class of one kind or another. Magnificent, aren’t they? They are 
constantly being redone as we update our theories and gain new historical 
insights. People come from all over the world to photograph them. You, 
young lady, might be working on one of those murals someday!” 

In the afternoon, Brother Carl led them to the Healing Arts Clinic, and said 
fare-well, saying he had a planetarium show to narrate. The doctors, nurses, 
and other people who were on duty in the clinic introduced themselves, gave 
the group a tour, and then handed out medical history forms. When they 
were done with those, each person was interviewed, and finally examined by 
three different people. 

Ashley didn’t mind the interviews and exams, but she had always hated 
having her finger pricked for blood samples. When her last exam was over, 
she asked if they had found anything wrong. 

The lady doctor chuckled. “No, Ashley, your body is like a perfectly tuned 
machine. Brother Howard didn’t even find any evidence of bursitis or 
tendonitis, which is unusual for a gymnast.” 

“Thanks!” 

“Have a good trip home!” 

As Ashley waited for the rest of the group to finish, the last comment the 
doctor had made was echoing in her mind. She became painfully aware that 
tomorrow was her last day at Lyceum, and that she would soon have to leave 
Tabitha, and Karen, and the wonderful gym... at least for awhile. 

* 

They had dinner at four o’clock, and by five were looking over the shelves 

of equipment that they could choose from for their overnight campout. 
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Brother Paul reminded them of the only rule: that they could only take with 
them what they could carry in one trip. He assured them that the camping 
area would have plenty of trees to tie ropes to, and a pile of dry firewood, but 
nothing else. 

They poked through the gear for a good hour, talking about what they 
might need. The group decided early to assume it would rain or snow. Ashley 
almost immediately knew what she wanted to take, but let the adults be in 
charge. The elderly ones in the group agreed to carry a couple of sleeping 
bags and a day pack each, which left more space on the pack frames of the 
others for heavier equipment. 

Ashley hadn’t done much camping before, but it looked pretty easy. She 
strapped a large tent onto her pack frame, tried it on, and then started loading 
on more equipment. 

“Ashley! You can’t possible carry such a heavy load!” one of the older 
ladies said. 

Ashley smiled and finished strapping on a heavy food sack. 

“You don’t know about Ashley yet, do you Kate?” Brother Paul said. “Have 
you ever wondered why she’s not in any of the usual social activities in the 
evenings? It’s because she goes to the gymnasium.” 

“The gymnasium! Do you lift weights?” the lady asked. 

“Everyone else has shared their professional qualifications. Why don’t 
you, Ashley?” Paul said. 

“T don’t lift weights. I’m a gymnast.” 

“But not just any gymnast!” Paul added. 

Ashley rolled her eyes, but was grinning. “I’m the South Dakota State 
Champion.” 

“Why, that’s wonderful, Ashley! And it’s certainly nothing to hide,” Kate 
said. “I bet you could carry twice that much weight!” 

“T don’t know. I’m certainly not going to do any balance beam routines 
with this thing on my back!” 

Everyone laughed and complimented Ashley on her championship. Soon 
they had everything packed that they wanted to take, and were following 
Brother Paul along a forested trail. The half mile walk seemed like nothing to 
Ashley, but some of the older people were complaining about sore shoulders. 
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The campsite was a level area of ground tucked away in the trees near a 
little stream. Brother Paul said good night, and the pile of dry firewood 
arrived a few minutes later in a wheelbarrow. 

After tents were set up, with some nearly heated discussions about who 
was sleeping where, and some grumbling about lumpy ground which turned 
out to just be pine cones under the tents, they settled into marshmallows 
around the campfire. Mostly they talked about the evaluation week they were 
finishing, and what it had meant to each of them. Of the fifteen people left in 
the group, ten said they were still interested in membership, one admitted she 
wasn't but wanted to finish the evaluation experience for what it had to teach 
her, and four didn’t say. 

They crawled into their tents at about nine o’clock as a light rain started to 
fall. Ashley lay awake for awhile, pondering everything she had seen and 
heard, and saying a fervent prayer that she understood enough of it. When 
she finally did drift off, she slept soundly, only waking once when one of the 


ladies in her tent noisily got up during the night. 
* OK 
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Chapter 17: Crossed Fingers and a Catalog 


Although the trees still dripped and the mosses and bracken were soggy, 
the sky dawned clear and promised a beautiful day in the Pacific Northwest as 
Ashley and the rest of the evaluation group crawled out of their sleeping bags. 
The experienced campers, who had protected the group’s supply of firewood 
in one of the tents, soon had a blaze going and breakfast drinks ready. Ashley 
did her morning stretching routine and rolled up her sleeping bag. By the 
time the sun began to filter through the trees, reconstituted scrambled eggs 
and canned breakfast meats were frying and tents were coming down. 

Ashley could tell that the tent she was carrying was heavier wet than dry. 
She and several others sang an old walking song on the short trip back, and 
nearly everyone was in good spirits as they unpacked and hung up the wet 
equipment in one of Lyceum’s many store rooms. By eleven o’clock they were 
showered and heading for the conference room listed on their schedules. 

Sister Rachael entered the room. “Good morning, everyone! I’m glad the 
weather was at least somewhat cooperative with your campout. Today is the 
last day of this process, and I congratulate you on your perseverance. 
Remember that all of us here were once tested in a like manner. Life is a 
never ending series of tests, as I’m sure you will agree. This week was easy 
compared to many of life’s tests, believe me.” 

At that moment, more members of the evaluation team started arriving. 

Sister Rachael continued. “The remainder of this morning is devoted to all 
the questions you have been afraid to ask up until now. We are all here,” she 
said, gesturing at the other team members, “so that we can be sure to have an 
answer for you. Right after lunch we begin self-evaluations.” 
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After a few moments of silence, a hand went up. “If we choose not to join 
now, can we re-apply in the future?” 

“Yes, after at least one year has passed. Of course, you would have to go 
through this process again.” 

A young man asked, “Do you do police background checks?” 

“Yes, but the only thing that’s a definite obstacle to membership is 
outstanding warrants.” 

Sister Clairebeth added, “We are more interested in who you are than who 
you were or what someone else thought of you.” 

The questions continued, some of them fairly heavy ones, as everyone was 
aware that this was their last chance. Ashley listened, but few of the questions 
seemed to apply to her. 

* 

Lunchtime was quiet and thoughtful for most of the prospective members, 
as they pondered the final phases of the evaluation process at Lyceum. Ashley 
knew she wanted to live there, but wasn’t sure if she had enough to offer in 
return. 

After lunch they spread out in a large conference room and each received 
the self-evaluation booklet. They were allowed to use their workbooks, any 
books about Lyceum, and any personal notes they had, but were asked not to 
bother the other prospective members. Sister Rachael sat in the lobby to 
answer any last minute questions or clarify items in the booklets. 

Ashley found the questions easy, but was also aware that she was writing 
much shorter answers than most of the adults. Starting at three o’clock, most 
of the members of the evaluation team were available for final interviews. 
Ashley was done with her booklet by then, and choose old Brother Ted for her 
interview. She wasn’t sure why. 

He looked over her self-evaluation booklet slowly. “Do you think you’re 
ready, Ashley?” 

“Um... I think so.” 

“Do you know how religion is practiced by the members of Lyceum?” 

She wasn’t sure her answers to that question, and several others he put to 
her, were quite correct, but she hoped they weren’t too very wrong. By 3:25 
they finished and he went off to do another interview. She strolled the 
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corridors of the conference center to collect her thoughts during the thirty 
minutes of free time she had. 
* 

At four o’clock they gathered in the conference room for the last time. 

“Well, well! You sure are a thoughtful looking bunch!” Sister Clairebeth 
began. “Since I started this process almost exactly a week ago, I get the honor 
of finishing it. I am very happy to have been able to spend this time with you 
folks. You are interesting people, all of you! Our last function together will be 
a really spectacular dinner party that is being prepared for us even as we 
speak, but first I want to go over some final items of business. 

“For those of you who indicated in your self-evaluation booklets that you 
are still interested in being members of Lyceum, that decision will be made by 
the entire evaluation team starting next Monday. We will not mail the results 
to you until after Christmas. The letters will come by registered mail, so you 
might have to go down to your post office. On the envelopes that Brother Paul 
is about to distribute is your name, mailing address, and phone or Internet 
address as we have them in our records. Please make sure they are correct.” 

Ashley checked hers as soon as Brother Paul handed the envelope to her. 

“On these same envelopes are your travel arrangements as we currently 
understand them. Based on them, we have listed when and by what means 
you will be leaving Lyceum. Check and make sure we understand your plans 
correctly, as we are responsible for getting you to your bus or train station, 
airport, or whatever. Joe, Kate, and Ashley, you are on a van that departs the 
Welcome Center at seven o’clock this evening, so you have a fairly tight 
schedule after the dinner party. Bob, you are going by car at eleven tonight 
for your midnight flight. Mary, Jennifer, and John, you are on a van at six 
a.m. tomorrow morning. We'll wake you at five.” She went over the other 
departure times, which stretched all the way to Monday morning. 

“In your envelopes are meal coupons for whatever meals you will be taking 
at Lyceum after the dinner party tonight. Please check and see if you have the 
right number. Each of you also has a fifty dollar gift certificate that you can 
use in the Gift Shop. And lastly, you each have a Certificate of Completion for 
the Lyceum Evaluation Week. This is admittedly a very inadequate 
recognition of all the mental and physical effort you have put out this past 
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week, but it is worth one quarter credit in any undergraduate college 
program.” 

Ashley looked inside her envelope. The Certificate of Completion was 
beautiful to her, with its gold lettering, her name in calligraphy, and several 
signatures. But she knew it wasn’t the same as becoming a member. She 
didn’t know how she was going to wait until after Christmas, but she knew she 
had no choice. 

* 

In a banquet room near the Dining Hall, the dinner party was everything 
they had imagined, with plenty of decorations and all kinds of goodies to 
choose from. Tabitha, Karen, and Sister Heather were there, and Ashley was 
glad. Most of the evaluation team was there, as well as other people whom 
Ashley had never seen before. Heather told her that they were the other 
contact persons. 

Ashley didn’t stick to her training diet that evening. Tabitha’s eyes got big 
when she saw Ashley’s plate, piled with everything that looked good and a few 
items Ashley just wanted to taste. There was a sparkling punch with sherbet 
floating on top that everyone loved, and a dessert table from which Ashley had 
two servings, something layered with chocolate and nuts, and something 
made from frozen yogurt and fresh fruits. 

Six o’clock was passing as Ashley sat back, feeling pleasantly stuffed. 
Tabitha and Karen were giggling about some gymnastics move they were 
learning. Sister Heather was chatting with another prospective member. 
Ashley closed her eyes and went over in her mind what she still had to do 
before leaving. She opened her eyes and saw the clock above the door change 
to 6:15. 

Suddenly she hopped out of her seat. Both Tabitha and Karen stopped 
talking and looked up at her. They could see that her eyes were moist. “I have 
to go. No matter what happens, I'll always remember you guys.” The other 
two gymnasts stood up and surrounded her with hugs. Soon tears were on 
Ashley’s cheeks. 

By then Sister Heather had noticed, and also stood to give Ashley a 
farewell hug. Finally they separated and looked at each other. 

“Cross your fingers!” was all Ashley could think of to say, her face tear 
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stained, but her eyes smiling. 

Without further formalities, Ashley Riddle, the current Women’s 
Gymnastics Champion of South Dakota, walked quickly out of the banquet 
room. Even though her face was still wet, she felt very alive as she strode all 
the way to the Recreation Center to get her leotard and hair bands, back to the 
Lodge and the room called Antelope to stuff everything into her little pack, 
and finally to the Gift Shop, not too far off the Main Lobby, to select 
something for her parents. 

She stood in the middle of the shop and gazed at all the things — books, 
disks, art prints, toys, educational kits, little statues and figures, greeting 
cards, souvenirs, personal care supplies, clothing... how could she possibly 
decide in only ten minutes? 

“T sense that you are in a hurry, and may not be ready to choose something 
right now,” the young lady working at the counter said. 

“Yeah, I have to catch the van, but I want to get something for my 
parents.” 

“If you want, you could take our catalog and get something by mail after 
you get home...” 

“Could I? That would be great! Then I wouldn’t have to take it on the 
train.” 

The lady handed Ashley a catalog. 

“Thanks!” She looked at the picture of one of Lyceum’s gardens on the 
cover, and then dashed back to the Main Lobby, out into the evening and 
across the well-lit plaza toward the Welcome Center. 

She hadn’t gone very far across the plaza when she heard someone behind 
her call her name. She skidded to a stop and turned around. It was the 
slender little girl who had been with them in the oriental gardens. 

“T know I'll be dancing with you someday!” the girl called to Ashley. 

Ashley didn’t know quite what to make of the statement, so she waved at 
the eight-year-old, and then resumed her run across the plaza. 

* 

Ashley peered out the window with big, wet, thoughtful eyes as the van she 
was in pulled away from the Welcome Center and quickly made its way out to 
the highway and back toward the Interstate. When it started raining, she 
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looked at the catalog from the Gift Shop, and soon realized that it was going to 
be hard to decide what to get her parents even with plenty of time to think 
about it. She knew she wanted her gift to arrive by Epiphany, so she would 
have to decide in the next few days. 

By the time they reached Interstate 5, the rain had turned to snow, and 
Ashley was glad that Lyceum would have a white Christmas. By the time they 
got to Portland, an inch had accumulated. One of the two other prospective 
members on the van got off at the bus station, and Ashley waved good-bye. 

Ashley got off at the train station, and watched as the van headed for the 
airport. The snow was still falling, transforming the city into a white 
wonderland and tickling her nose. When the van was finally out of sight, she 
turned and entered the station. 

* 

The train trip home was made special for Ashley because she was able to 
see things during the day that had been hidden by the darkness of night on 
her first journey. She enjoyed talking to the conductors and attendants, and 
spending time in the Lounge Car. By lunchtime the following day, which was 
the first meal she had eaten since the dinner party at Lyceum, she had decided 
what to get with her fifty dollar gift certificate. As she waited for her sandwich 
and salad in the Dining Car, she looked at the picture of the glass nativity 
sculpture in the catalog, hand crafted, it said, by Brother Keith. She 
remembered him as the one teaching a craft class they had observed. 

The only adventure on the homeward journey that she could claim was the 
boy in her car who kept smiling at her. He was only about ten, and was pretty 
immature for Ashley’s taste, but she smiled back and even played a video 
game with him in the Lounge Car before his parents showed up and made him 
sit with them. Sometimes she wished she was taller so that boys her own age 
would like her. 

She savored her last meal in the Dining Car as the daylight faded and the 
train approached Cheyenne, Wyoming. It was snowing there too, just as it 
had been when she left Portland. An hour later she was snugly tucked into 
her bus seat for the night run from Cheyenne to Rapid City, and points in 
between. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 18: A Winter Wonderland 


A deep, white blanket of snow overlaid the entire countryside that Liberty 
could see from her dormer nook. She glanced up from her novel every few 
minutes in anticipation. The room behind her now showed evidence of 
numerous projects in various stages of completion: a half-written program 
waited on the computer screen to be finished and tested, pieces of the doll 
house kit were held together with clamps and clothes pins as glue dried, and 
the form of a horse was taking shape in pastel chalks upon the easel. 

Again looking up from her book, she finally saw what she had been waiting 
for. The long, white car crept slowly along the driveway, snow chains jingling 
like sleigh bells. With lightning speed, Liberty was into her shoes, down the 
two flights of stairs, across the living room, and out the front door, dancing in 
the snow as her father stopped in front of the house and opened the car door. 
Before he knew what was happening, he was the recipient of a hug so fierce he 
almost lost his breath. 

“Daddy! I’ve really missed you!” 

“Well... I never thought I’'d hear you say that, not after the ultimatum I 
gave you the last time we were together. How’s my girl?” 

She finally released him, and they walked together toward the front door. 
“I’m great! Well, I was down in the dumps at first, but now Harold and I work 
on the school search together, and I read a lot, and I take care of the horses, 
so... it’s not so bad anymore.” 

“Tve got a whole box of books for you in the car.” 
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“Can I see?” she said, bouncing up and down and tugging on his arm. 

“Not until you get a coat on, and let your poor old dad get inside where it’s 
warm!” 

“Good morning, Senator! Don’t worry about her, she’s tough. She comes 
in like that from feeding the horses all the time. I can’t keep a coat on her.” 

“Are you staying for dinner, Daddy?” 

“Sure am, if you two recluses will have me. I thought you might like to go 
to town for groceries with me this afternoon, Liberty, to give Mr. Neils a 
break.” 

“To a real town?” Liberty said with amazement, as if trying to remember 
what one looked like. 

“Well... it’s very small compared to Philly, but it’s very real to the people 
who live there. It has one store, one cafe, and a gas station that also rents 
videos. I'll buy us lunch, and we can get a movie for tonight. Date?” 

“Sure! I watched every video in the house the first week I was here!” 

“Go get the books!” the senator said, shooing her out the door. “Harold, 
how are you?” 

* 

The two adults spent the next three hours discussing everything from 
Senate politics to Liberty’s care of the horses. The latter topic made her a 
little embarrassed, but she pretended not to hear as she sat on the floor and 
examined all the books her father had brought, reading the backs of some, the 
first few pages of others. It was a good collection of both fiction and non- 
fiction, and she felt genuine excitement at the prospect of starting them... 
after she finished the novel she was currently reading. 

As noon approached, Liberty dashed to the horse barn to do her mid-day 
work, ran back to the house, and was soon bundled and ready to go. She sat 
in the front passenger seat with her father, her eyes open wide as he drove the 
twelve miles to the nearest town, carefully navigating the icy road. 

“Mr. Neils tells me you haven’t had any luck with the search project yet,” 
he said. 

“There are a couple of places that are slight possibilities, but Harold has 
taught me a lot about patience. He told me about his son.” 

“Oh, yes. I know about his son.” 
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“T don’t want to wind up like that, Daddy.” 

“Tm glad to hear that, Honey. And I’m really glad to see you sinking your 
teeth into some projects at the house.” 

Liberty feigned interest in the snowy view, looking out the window to hide 
her embarrassment. 

They entered the little hamlet, and after driving only about two blocks, 
came to its heart, where four or five businesses clustered. Everything was 
covered by snow — every roof, every sidewalk, every street. Several houses 
already sported Christmas decorations. 

“I wonder what it would be like to grow up in a little place like this...” 
Liberty pondered out loud. 

“Not so different. No city night life, of course. You’d take a bus to the next 
town north for high school. You just lived in more isolation than this for six 
months. Did it do you any damage?” 

Liberty considered his question thoughtfully as he guided the car into that 
part of the store’s parking area that was plowed free of snow. 

“You're not going to believe what I’m about to say, Daddy.” 

“Try me.” 

“Well... as long as you promise to visit and take me somewhere like this 
once in awhile... and bring me lots of books... I think I could be happy out 
there for a long time, just taking care of the horses and doing things I like to 
do.” 

He was silent as he locked the car and they headed for the entrance to the 
little store. “You're right. I don’t believe you.” 

“But don’t you see? I’m not getting kicked out of anything now. I’m not 
flunking anything. And I’m certainly not getting arrested for anything. But 
I’m still learning new things all the time.” 

“Okay,” he said as the warm air inside the store hit them in the face. “Now 
I see where you're coming from.” 

“Good afternoon, Senator,” the over-weight clerk greeted him. “Where’s 
Harry today?” 

“Taking a well-deserved break.” 

“What’s my limit?” Liberty asked her father as he started down the first of 
four aisles with a shopping cart. 
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“For what?” 

“Junk food! I haven’t even tasted it since Philly!” 

He considered for a moment. “Five dollars.” 

“Ah, but dad...” 

“Then make it three.” 

“Okay, six.” 

“Four.” 

“OKAY! I get the message. Five dollars. No wonder everyone talks to you 
before introducing a bill in the Senate.” 

He counted five one dollar bills out of his wallet and handed them to her. 

“Thanks, Dad!” 

She began to wander around the store, realizing that her five was not going 
to go far. Soon she spotted something that made her eyes light up — an old 
fashioned, mechanical pinball machine. It appeared to be in working order, 
although a crude sign on a piece of cardboard said No Banging! She slipped 
one of her precious dollars into the slot and began to play. 

Before she had racked up very many points, a large, athletic-looking boy 
several years older than her emerged from the back room of the store, 
attracted by the sounds of the pinball machine. He was followed closely by a 
girl whose chest made Liberty look like a child. 

“You any good?” he asked with a gum-chewing grin, wiping his hands on 
his apron. 

“No one’s better than you, Jack!” the girl said. 

“Tm fair,” Liberty said, concentrating on her game. 

“Jeez, she’s passing a hundred thou already!” 

“Here comes a double or nothing!” Liberty announced. 

“Shit, Jack!” the girl said with concern for her friend’s until-then 
unchallenged score. 

“Two hundred grand. I think I can get three out of it,” Liberty said, still 
concentrating. 

With a mixture of surprise and respect in his voice, the boy said, “Oh, no! 
You passed my record!” 

“T’ve had some practice. Here comes three hundred thousand.” 

“You've only got one ball left, you little brat!” the girl said, looking for 
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ammunition. 

Liberty cast a quick glance at the girl, but continued to play. “One ball can 
do a lot. I'll go for four, just for you.” 

“Hey, you are good!” the boy said, genuine admiration coloring his voice. 

“Four hundred grand, same ball,” Liberty announced. 

“Little bitch!” the girl said. 

“Shut up! Watch her, she’s awesome!” the boy said. 

“Shit,” Liberty said as the machine flashed Game Over. “A mere four 
hundred and fifty-five thousand. Later, guys.” 

“Skinny brat!” 

“Shut up!” the boy said, silencing his companion. Then, calling after 
Liberty, “Hey, what’s your name?” 

“Liberty,” she said in a flat voice without turning around. 

“See you around, Liberty!” 

The new local pinball champion found the candy rack and selected four of 
her favorites, then joined her father at the checkout counter. 

“Ready to go, Honey?” 

“Sure.” 

“You meet some young people?” 

“Sort of. Really friendly,” she said in a monotone, obviously not meaning 
it. 

“Two hundred twenty-seven fifty,” the clerk said. By comparing facial 
features, Liberty guessed he was the father of the ex-pinball champion. The 
senator handed him a debit card. 

Father and daughter worked together to load the groceries into the car, 
and then he moved it across the street to the cafe, taking his time and running 
the heater so the groceries wouldn’t freeze. 

“Why couldn’t we just walk across?” Liberty asked. 

“Different business, different parking lot. People can be very territorial in 
the winter when it’s so hard to keep parking spaces plowed.” 

Liberty shook her head incredulously. They entered the little cafe where a 
single waitress puttered around taking care of two other tables. Soon Liberty 
was sinking her teeth into her first restaurant cheeseburger in six months and 
conservatively spooning into her chocolate shake. 
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“T don’t think Id fit in very well in a little town like this, Dad.” 

“Not enough activity?” 

“Not enough challenge. I mean, sure there are things to do. Little things, 
like playing pinball, working in the back of the store, stuff like that. Maybe I 
could get jobs taking care of people’s horses. But it’s all on the wrong level for 
me.” 

“Wrong level?” he echoed, prodding her for a better explanation. 

“You know when you watch an international summit meeting, or a session 
of Congress or Parliament or the General Assembly, or even the Olympics, 
there’s a certain feel to it? A certain way they do things, a certain air of 
importance?” 

“T think I know what you mean...” 

“You should, Senator Buchanan!” she teased. 

“What would you call that feeling?” 

“Umm... I'd call it world-class, I guess. Yeah. Well, Dad, I think that’s the 
feeling I want, that world-class feeling.” 

The senator smiled at his daughter with pride as he cut off another piece of 
his chicken fried steak. 

* 

Liberty was thoughtful on the way back to the Buchanan country house. 
As much as she had come to like the simplicity of her current life, she was also 
aware that the situation couldn’t be prolonged forever. The day’s outing had 
shown her that there was probably no place for her in Small Town America. 
But neither did she want to return to the trouble she had always found in the 
big city. There had to be somewhere she would fit in... somewhere... 

* 

By the time Christmas Eve arrived, Senator Buchanan had put up a large 
Christmas tree and the three of them had worked together to decorate it. 
Liberty volunteered to do some of the cooking, and so Mr. Neils was kept busy 
teaching and supervising her while he made the remainder of the dishes. The 
senator helped with whatever little chores came up, but he made an effort to 
stay near the kitchen so that he could exchange words with his daughter 
whenever possible. She was rapidly growing up, and he had a hunch they 
would not be spending many more holidays together. 
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On Christmas day, Liberty’s only aunt arrived bearing gifts for everyone. 
They shared a delicious meal, for which Liberty had made buttermilk biscuits 
and candied yams. Both creations received numerous compliments. 

After clearing the table and migrating into the living room, everyone 
opened gifts. In addition to books, video and computer disks, art supplies, 
and personal items, Liberty was thrilled to find an old fashioned, lacy, full 
length pioneer-style dress. 

“T took a risk,” her aunt said. “I wasn’t sure it would fit into your... life- 
style.” 

“T like it!” Liberty said, smiling. “Remember, I’m just a country horse girl 
now!” 

They all laughed, and the exchanging of gifts, the telling of pleasant 
stories, and the sampling of delicious foods and drinks went on for the rest of 
the day. 

* Oe OK 
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Chapter 19: The Double-Edged Sword 


On December 28th, Christmas had passed at Ashley’s house in Rapid City, 
South Dakota. Midnight Mass at Our Lady of Sorrows Catholic Church had 
been very special to Ashley; it was only the third year she had been able to 
stay awake for it. She had enjoyed the gathering of relatives and had helped 
her mother almost constantly to prepare and serve the Christmas feast. 

Ashley had kept herself as busy as possible ever since returning home a 
week earlier. The present was a very happy time for Ashley, with loving 
parents, relatives, and friends around, and plenty of new gifts and holiday 
cheer. 

It was the future she didn’t want to think about. But she knew, deep down 
inside, that it would arrive soon anyway. 

On that day, three days after Christmas, Ashley’s mother got the mail at 
the post office and signed for the registered letter from Lyceum. Ashley was at 
Julie’s house at the time, so her mother left the envelope on the kitchen table 
and went to the grocery store. 

When she returned about an hour later, Ashley was sitting at the table 
crying her eyes out, the crumpled letter lying on the table in front of her. 

Mrs. Riddle pulled a chair close and comforted her adopted daughter with 
hugs and soothing words for a good ten minutes before she could get a clear 
word out of her. Both of them were soaked with the girl’s tears by the time 
Ashley was finally able to gasp out, “They don’t want me!” 

As Ashley went back to sobbing, her mother uncrumpled the letter so she 
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could read it. 


December 26th 
Dear Ashley, 

The evaluation teams tells me that you are almost, but not quite, ready 
for membership at Lyceum. 

They have suggested some experiences that they feel would better 
prepare you for membership. If you would like, and it is okay with your 
parents, I could act as your mentor while you gain these additional 
experiences. They are, for the most part, volunteer activities that you can do 
in your local community after school and on weekends. We have a non- 
resident member in Rapid City who can make the arrangements. 

After completing these experiences, the evaluation team says you could 
be re-evaluated as early as next July, which is the very next evaluation week 


we offer. 
Please let me know if you would like to do this. 
Sincerely, 
Sister Heather 


“Ashley, Sweetheart, look! It doesn’t say they don’t want you! It says you 
are almost ready!” 

Ashley was still whimpering, but trying to listen to her mother. 

“You know, Honey, being almost ready for membership to a place like that 
is a pretty great honor. I haven’t told you this before, but your dad and I did a 
lot of looking into that place before we let you apply. Did you know that kings 
and presidents go there to have meetings?” 

“Really?” Ashley said, trying to wipe at her tears. 

“T talked to the Archdiocese office in Portland, and they said they use the 
place for events all the time. And they said the Pope himself goes there as 
often as he can, sometimes twice a year, and he usually just dresses in plain 
clothes for a vacation!” 

“Jeez. I knew they had hidden retreat centers and hermitage cabins and 
stuff like that.” 

“And did you know that Lyceum people work with the Vatican all the time 
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when there’s a crisis somewhere in the world that involves churches?” 

“T guess I sort of knew that. It’s part of their International Services.” 

“So let’s think about this together for a minute, shall we?” She held up the 
letter so they could both see it. Ashley grabbed a napkin to finish wiping her 
eyes, and snuggled close to her mother. “It says here that they’re willing to re- 
evaluate you at the very next opportunity. All you have to do is some 
volunteer work in the community between now and then.” 

They were both silent for a long time. 

“The truth is, Honey, that I’d be happy if you’d stay with us for many more 
years. But your father and I have talked about it a lot, and I think he is right 
that you wouldn’t be happy here much longer. You are like a bird ready to fly, 
and your dreams are just too big for a little place like Rapid City.” 

Ashley looked at her mother, and then back at the letter, but she didn’t yet 
feel ready to make any kind of decision. 

“Think about it, Sweetheart. We'll respect your choice either way.” 

* 

Ashley took several long walks during the next few days, crunching 
through the snow with her hands deep in her pockets. On New Year’s Day, 
Julie asked her over to play computer games. Ashley was most of the way 
through The Caves of Doom with plenty of vitality left in her character when 
she suddenly stopped playing, turned to her friend, and told Julie about the 
decision she was trying to make. 

“So, it looks like you have the choice between a half year of volunteer work, 
and never getting trained as an elite gymnast.” 

Ashley looked at her friend. “You sure have a way of making thing clear 
that weren’t so clear before.” 

Julie smiled. “But, of course, you'll only be able to do it if your Ego 
attribute isn’t too high!” 

They both giggled at Julie’s game-playing allusion. 

“I’ve never done any volunteer work... except helping to coach at the gym.” 

“I help the third and fourth grade teachers when their computers crash. 
And as soon as I’m twelve, I want to start helping at the food bank.” 

Ashley thought about it for another day, and then sat down to write a 
letter. 
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January 2nd 
Dear Sister Heather, 
Id like to do the volunteer work that you talked about, and I hope Ill be 
ready to go back to Lyceum in July. Please tell me what I should do. 
Sincerely, 
Ashley Riddle 


* 


When Ashley had left for Lyceum in early December, she had been 
thinking that she would not need to return to either her school or her gym in 
Rapid City. After slipping her humble letter into the mailbox, she prepared to 
return to both, knowing that at least six months separated her from her next 
opportunity to prove herself. It seemed like such a terribly long time, but she 
knew that many important things took even longer, like training to become a 
champion gymnast. As she walked to school on the first school day of the new 
year, she was very glad that she knew how to pray. 

It wasn’t long before she had something to help her take her mind off the 
waiting. 


January 6th 
Dear Ashley, 

I am very happy to hear that you have the courage it takes to go on 
working toward a goal even in the face of temporary setbacks! 

Your first assignment is to report to Mrs. Peterson at the Rapid City 
Convalescent Center as soon as possible. She will give you a form for your 
parents to sign. You will be going there three days a week and doing little 
things that don’t require any nursing skills, but which can improve the lives 
of the residents greatly. This assignment goes from now through the end of 
April. 

Of course, I hope you will use other days of the week to keep your 
gymnastics skills up to date at the local gym. 

Write to me every couple of weeks to share your experiences or to ask 
any question that you have. I will send you pictures and news from Lyceum, 
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and answer your questions as best I can. Tabitha and Karen were very glad 
to hear that you would be back in July. 

Sincerely, 

Sister Heather 


Ashley and her mother visited the Rapid City Convalescent Center the day 
after she received the letter from Sister Heather. It was the largest nursing 
home in town, with over a hundred beds. Mrs. Peterson was the Social 
Services Coordinator, and she proudly gave them a complete tour and 
described all the things Ashley would be doing as a volunteer. Mrs. Riddle 
signed the necessary forms, and they worked out a schedule that would allow 
Ashley to do one of her volunteer shifts on the weekend. She wanted to keep 
at least three days a week free for going to the gym. 

* 

Ashley’s first day of volunteer work went very smoothly... for about the 
first half hour. It was 4:30, and the nursing assistants were preparing the 
residents for dinner. 

“Ashley, this is Mr. Perkins. He’s eating in the dining room,” the late 
middle-aged nursing assistant named Joyce said. 

“Mr. Perkins to the dining room,” Ashley repeated. She had already seen 
how the staff could quickly and efficiently move a person in a wheelchair from 
one place to another. She began to move the large man down the long 
hallway, planning how to get around a minor traffic jam of wheelchairs and 
walkers about halfway to their destination. Suddenly she felt the wheelchair 
brake to a crawl and veer to the right. She pushed harder trying to overcome 
the unknown friction. A moment later a deep, irritated voice came from the 
wheelchair. 

“T ain't no sack of potatoes, you know! I want to stop and visit Carol. She 
lives right here!” Mr. Perkins said, gesturing toward the next doorway. 

Ashley felt panic. She didn’t dare contradict the angry man, but if she 
didn’t, she wouldn’t be able to do what Joyce had asked her to do. 

“Please, Mr. Perkins, I’m supposed to take you to the dining room!” 

“No! I’m staying right here to talk to Carol, and if you don’t stop pushing 
me around, I'll tell the charge nurse on you!” 
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Ashley ran down the hall to Mrs. Peterson’s office, only holding back her 
tears by sheer force of will. 

“Ashley, what’s wrong?” 

The twelve-year-old gasped out the situation between shaking breaths. 

“Oh, those aides are always telling volunteers what to do without giving 
them any clear understanding of how!” Mrs. Peterson rose from her desk and 
walked with Ashley down the hall. 

“Hello, Mr. Perkins! Are you visiting with Carol again?” 

“Sure am!” he said in a deep, defiant voice. 

“That’s so nice of you! You know, they’re passing out trays right now. 
Would it be okay if Ashley took you to the dining room if she promised to 
bring Carol right after and set her beside you?” 

“That would be fine!” he said, eyes sparkling. 

“Okay, Mr. Perkins. You can visit with Carol for another minute while 
Ashley tells Joyce what she’s doing.” 

“Okay.” 

Mrs. Peterson smiled at Ashley, who had been paying close attention. 
Ashley smiled back, showing that she understood the plan. 

After Ashley had successfully delivered both Mr. Perkins and Carol to the 
dining room, the dietary assistant who was passing out trays asked Ashley to 
feed one of the feeble ladies who was unable to feed herself. Ashley pulled up 
a chair beside the lady’s wheelchair, and had to breathe deeply for a minute to 
keep the contents of her own stomach in place while she considered the gray- 
brown mud that was where the breaded veal cutlet should be, the gray-green 
goo that was where the buttered peas should be, and the whitish mush that 
was where the homemade roll should be. She looked at the plastic card on the 
tray, which read Emma Rawlins, pureed, 1500 cal, 2 gm sodium. She looked 
at the ancient lady patiently waiting in her wheelchair for her meal, who 
smiled at Ashley toothlessly. 

Ashley swallowed several times, and managed to stabilize her innards. She 
was beginning to understand. Emma Rawlins had no teeth. Only a spoon 
came with her tray. She scooped up a spoonful of the main course and offered 
it to the lady. To Ashley complete surprise, Emma seemed to thoroughly 
enjoy the pureed veal cutlet. Soon she was able to return to the tray for a 
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spoonful of what had once been buttered peas. 

Emma enjoyed the peas much less, and Ashley had to deal with the green 
goo bubbling out of Emma’s mouth and running down her chin. Ashley 
finally got the message and went back to the tray for another spoon of veal. 
To her horror, the tray now contained large servings of normal, unpureed 
foods, and the card read Ben Culpepper, regular, 2500 cal. Ashley heard a 
snicker coming from a little bald man across the table, and saw the large man 
beside him hungrily eating Emma’s pureed food. 

With a sigh Ashley got up and explained what had happened to the dietary 
assistant. 

“Sam! Are you switching trays again?” the assistant bellowed. 

Sam only snickered again. 

“Honey, you'll have to go down to the kitchen and get Emma another tray. 
I'll move Sam.” 

Ashley headed down the hall for the kitchen. The cook was cleaning up 
and obviously wasn’t happy with the request, but was able to scrape her steam 
table pans and produce another tray. Ashley headed back down the hall. 

As Ashley turned into the dining room, Emma smiled in recognition from 
across the room, and Ashley smiled back at her. She didn’t see the spilled 
juice. Her legs went out from under her and she landed on the floor hard as 
the tray went flying. Ashley was very used to her body, in perfectly controlled 
form, landing on a padded surface. She wasn’t prepared for the pain that shot 
from her elbows and knees when she hit the tile-covered concrete. She 
couldn’t stop herself from crying like a baby as one of the aides helped her 
hobble to the nurses station. 

* 

Ashley wasn’t very happy with her first day of volunteer work, and neither 
was Mrs. Peterson. Ashley was sore from her fall for several days, but she 
perked up her courage and returned to the nursing home on her next 
scheduled day. 

“IT promise to be very careful to look for spilled things, especially when 
carrying trays,” she said in Mrs. Peterson’s office. “And I’m going to keep an 
eye on Sam in case he tries to switch trays on me again.” 

“T hope so, Ashley. What happened wasn’t your fault, but you could have 
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avoided it. I sense that you are willing and able to learn quickly, and that’s 
what’s important. We have some staff members who could use your attitude.” 
Ashley smiled weakly, still feeling guilty about what had happened. 
“By the way, Ashley... I’m really glad you’re back!” 


The next two or three of Ashley’s volunteer shifts at the nursing home 
went much better, although there were many new situations to learn from 
every day. She quickly memorized the names of the residents she helped 
regularly, and learned which ones to keep an eye on for various reasons. She 
helped feed different people each day, and was soon comfortable with the 
different diets they needed that ranged from Betty Smith’s clear liquids to Ben 
Culpepper’s double portions. Mrs. Peterson reminded Ashley that she was 
under no obligation to get any certain amount of work done. She was free to 
talk to the residents, read them stories, and take them on walks in the garden. 
After two weeks, with some basic knowledge under her belt, Ashley was 
feeling much better about her volunteer work. 

* 

The following Saturday after dinner, Ashley was reading a book to one of 
the elderly gentlemen as he sat in a chair in the home’s large living room. He 
had found the Gothic romance in the recreation room, and had brought it to 
the nurses station requesting that it be read to him. They had given the task 
to Ashley. 

“«.As soon as he saw her come through the garden gate, his heart began to 
pound and his blood became hot. He could tell by her eyes that she felt the 
same for him. She slowly lowered her shawl as he approached...” 

Just at that moment Ashley heard a dripping sound and smelled urine. 
She stopped reading and looked. A puddle was quickly forming underneath 
the old man’s chair. 

“Um... uh... Mr. Barton... um... I think you just had an accident...” 

“Well then clean me up,” he said in a voice that revealed the routine nature 
of the occurrence. 

Ashley didn’t know what to do. She was already feeling uncomfortable 
enough reading the cheap romance novel. Now she was definitely in over her 
head. She looked at the old man, and could tell by the look on his face that he 
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fully expected her to clean him up, and was wondering why she was taking so 
long. 

Then she remembered something Sister Clairebeth had said at Lyceum. If 
you don’t know about something, ASK. The memory reminded her that even 
now, at the Rapid City Convalescent Center, she was on assignment from 
Lyceum. The thought gave her strength. 

“Mr. Barton, I’m going over to the nurses’ station to ask what to do.” 

“Just clean me up!” 

“Tl be right back.” 

She learned that the paid nurses and nursing assistants took care of that 
kind of clean-up. Someone was soon found to take Mr. Barton back to his 
room to be changed, and the chair was taken to the laundry room to be 
cleaned. Ashley breathed a sigh of relief. She returned to the living room to 
see what else she could do. 

It wasn’t long before a tiny elderly lady had come in and was talking to 
Ashley in a constant stream of random thoughts and memories. “...and then 
after the baby was born they went on a long holiday, but Uncle Tom he was 
stuck with that office job that he hated, so Mary and her son just decided to 
give in and loan him the money he wanted, and there’s a plate of cookies in 
the nurses’ station, would you please bring me one?” 

Ashley found the plate of cookies the lady was referring to, and as the 
nurse was out doing medications, she figured there would be no harm in 
taking one for the tiny lady. 

“Thank you, Honey, and you know it’s really very strange how their 
mother always seemed to know when they had forgotten to do their 
homework, because she spent lots of time at the beauty parlor, but only after 
she had cleaned her bathroom very well. She always cleaned her bathroom 
very well, and I’d sure love it if you'd bring me another cookie from the 
nurses’ station.” 

The nurse was still out. Ashley took another. After all, they had been 
there all day and few people were eating them. 

“That’s a doll. You should have been there at the picnic right after Jimmy 
got out of the army...” 

Ashley continued to listen and fetch cookies for the little lady, and even 
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one or two for herself. She was starting to be able to piece together some of 
the lady’s friends and relatives of the past as names began to recur. The lady’s 
rambling story went on for almost an hour, and Ashley became aware that it 
was past time for her to go home. The tiny lady hadn’t quite finished her last 
cookie when her speech became slurred and incoherent and she started 
gasping for breath. Ashley ran for help. 

The white suited nurse was almost finished passing out evening 
medications when Ashley dashed up. “The lady I was talking to in the living 
room, something’s wrong with her!” 

The nurse dashed back with Ashley, noted the lady’s symptoms, felt her 
skin and pulse, and saw the remaining piece of cookie. “How many cookies 
did she eat?” 

“Only about six since I’ve been with her...” Ashley said, wondering if she 
could have done something wrong. 

“And she probably got at least as many out of the afternoon volunteers,” 
the nurse said, gathering up the slight lady in her arms. “She going into a 
coma. She’s our most fragile diabetic.” 

Ashley felt terrible as the nurse carried the tiny resident back to her room. 
She stayed close in case she could do anything to help. “Get Terri in here. 
She’s just a couple of doors down.” 

Dashing out, Ashley quickly returned with the aide. 

“Watch Mrs. Tate, and keep her awake. I’m going for insulin.” 

The aide kept talking to the lady and rubbing her arms and legs. The 
nurse soon returned with the injection. 

“You have one-on-one duty for the next three hours, Terri. I’ll tell Ann.” 

Ashley stood by silently. 

About ten minutes later Ashley’s mother called, wondering where her 
daughter was. Ashley ran to the phone and explained that something had 
happened to one of the residents, that it was partly her fault, and she wanted 
to stay until she knew if the lady was okay. Her mother understood... and 
shed tears of pride, after setting down the phone, over the courage and 
commitment her daughter was displaying. 

For the next two hours Ashley ran little errands for Terri, and stayed close 
by at other times. Terri explained that Mrs. Tate would eat sweets whenever 
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she could, and often talked others into helping her get them. The nurse came 
in and took vital signs every ten minutes. Ashley didn’t allow herself to think 
about exactly what she had done wrong. She first needed to know if Mrs. Tate 
was going to live or die. The minutes ticked by, and Terri kept massaging the 
little lady and talking to her. It was one of the longest two hours Ashley had 
ever experienced. 

Finally, at 10:45, the nurse announced that Mrs. Tate was out of danger. 
Ashley breathed freely for the first time in hours, and wanted to cry, but 
stopped herself. She was part of the cause of the fragile little lady’s brush with 
Death, and she knew she had much to think about and learn, and no right to 
ask others to comfort her at that moment. 

“I promise that'll never happen again,” she said to the nurse as she was 
putting on her coat. “And... I hope I can still come back.” 

“Of course you can, Ashley. I’d certainly rather have you back than a new 
volunteer who hadn’ learned that lesson yet!” 

“T’ve learned it well,” Ashley said. 

“T can see that you have. Good night!” 

On the walk home, Ashley finally allowed herself to feel the impact of what 
had happened. A very clear picture was forming in her mind of what it meant 
to have real responsibilities. She remembered something else Sister 
Clairebeth had said when talking about Lyceum’s International Services. This 
is where the awesome responsibilities begin. Ashley had not even joined 
Lyceum yet, she was just doing a little volunteer work at the local nursing 
home, and already she was being entrusted with people’s lives — and had 
almost failed that trust. She very definitely had things to think about. 


January 25th 
Dear Sister Heather, 

I’m learning a lot. I’m learning more than I ever dreamed there was to 
learn. I’m starting to be able to really help out at dinner time, and I haven't 
pushed a wheelchair into the wrong room since last Wednesday. I know 
what diabetes is now, and I’ve learned to ask questions whenever I’m not 
sure about something. 

The really funny thing is that the longer I’m there, the more I know but 
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the more I don’t know too. Does that make any sense? 

I’ve been going to the gym three times a week, and the coach is letting me 
do everything he can to stay prepared for elite training. And I’m doing more 
teaching now of the level 2, 3, and 4 girls. 

My grades in school are still good. My math grades have even gone up 
since I met Julie. She’s teaching me how to use the General Knowledge 
Processor. 

When I get to Lyceum in July, will the evaluation week be just like the last 
one? I was wondering so I could be as ready for it as possible. 

Sincerely, 
Ashley 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 20: Breakthrough 


January 5th 
Dear Brother Jacob, 

I’m sorry. I needed some time to think. There were so many different 
thoughts floating around in my head that I wondered if I was going crazy. I 
spent the last couple of months reading lots of stuff about different religions, 
and even visiting a bunch of other churches (without my dad knowing). I 
found some people I could talk to about some of the things that were 
bothering me, and I must have listened to a million different opinions about 
what it means to be a Christian. I even found a couple of ministers who 
knew about Lyceum. They both said they wished they could visit there more 
often. Somehow hearing them say that made my memory of being there 
seem more real. 

I’m starting to see that there are two different ways of being Christian. 
There’s Christian in name, and there’s Christian in spirit. I know there are 
many churches and camps and other kinds of places that are officially 
Christian, but I’m not sure how many of them do things the way Christ 
would have wanted. I think there are many of them, like that camp I went to 
last summer, that are so busy trying to make people think and believe a 
certain way that they have forgotten what Jesus was like. 

I re-read all your letters and all the things you’ve sent me, and I really 
like what you said about each person being responsible for their own beliefs. 
I think that’s better than having someone tell you what to believe. To be real 
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honest, I’m getting tired of people telling me what to believe. Were you 
really forty-five before you got tired of people telling you what to believe? 

I finally found the Gospel of Thomas on the Internet, like you suggested. I 
didn’t dare read it at home, of course, so I used a terminal at the library. It 
made me think about some things I'd never thought about before. And you 
know, it didn’t even bother me that it wasn’t part of my Bible. It was good 
just because it taught me some things. 

Then I read about the early church councils where they decided which 
books were going to be in the Bible and which weren't. It makes me mad 
that my church has been hiding from me the fact that it was people who 
decided what’s in the Bible, not God. Maybe those people were inspired by 
God, and maybe they were just doing what was politically correct at the 
time. Then I realized that there have always been parts of the Bible I 
thought were better than others — I just never dared say that to anyone 
before. 

And I’ve also been reading more about how and when each book of the 
Bible was written. Did you know that Isaiah is really three or four different 
people? At least Bible scholars think so because of the different styles of 
writing in the Book of Isaiah. I guess we'll never know for sure. But it seems 
to me that maybe that’s how God wanted it to be, so weil always keep 
thinking and asking questions. 

I think Sarah is mad at me, and I know now that she has a very good 
reason to be. I think I can guess what she wanted to say to me in her last 
letter, even though she didn’t quite say it. It wouldn’t have been very nice, 
but it would have been true. I was accusing some people, who were visitors 
at Lyceum on Halloween, of maybe being in league with the Devil. It finally 
dawned on me that the one person who has probably hurt her the very most, 
more than anyone else in her whole life, was my father. I feel ashamed that I 
almost started to follow in his footsteps. 

I don’t know if you'll want to write to me again. I know it’s a hassle 
having to send it to New York and all. You probably have plenty of better 
things to do, with all the events that go on at Lyceum. But I just wanted you 
to know that I’m still trying to figure out what’s true and what’s not. You’ve 
helped me in that search more than anyone else ever has. And Sarah has 
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helped me too. 
Sincerely, 
Shawn Mitchell 
* 
January 21st 
Dear Shawn, 


Brother Jacob is in South America right now. He was on SatLink this 
morning and he said he'll write to you as soon as he gets back. 

I think youre really brave for saying youre sorry. I just knew you would 
be strong enough to do what you thought was right, instead of what 
someone else told you to do! 

I’m learning how to make leather bookmarks with Brother Robert. 
Here’s one for you that I just finished. They’re in our Gift Shop already, and 
are going to be in the next catalog. 

I’m going to add some strawberry plants to my garden this year, because 
you didn’t get to grow them in your garden. Sister Maggie, who works in 
the greenhouses, is getting them for me, and she says Ill even get a few 
berries from them this year! 

I’m glad we’re friends again! 

Sarah 


Lyceum Quest 171 


Chapter 21: More Answers, More Questions 


The snow was falling rapidly and promising deep drifts as Liberty dashed 
in the front door of the Buchanan country house, wearing only a sweater and 
clutching a bundle of mail to her chest. 

“How deep does it get, anyway?” she asked while trying to brush the snow 
from the knees of her blue jeans. 

At the large desk in the corner of the room, Mr. Neils glanced up from his 
work and said, “Three or four feet.” 

Liberty whistled. “What do the horses do when the snow’s that deep?” 

“Same as you — pace. But as soon as it stops they'll have the corral packed 
flat in no time.” 

“Tl sort the mail,” she said, sitting down at the coffee table. 

“Anything from that school in New Hampshire that looked promising?” he 
asked without looking up. 

“Tll see.” She began making piles of mail. “Dad, dad, you, dad, junk, bill, 
dad, junk, you, you, dad, bill, dad...” And then she held up the last envelope, a 
large blue one, and smiled, saying, “And me. Several things for you, Harold, 
but nothing from New Hampshire. I’m gonna look at the magazines and 
stuff.” She took the junk pile and the blue envelope and skipped across the 
living room to a large, cozy stuffed chair, curled up in it and ripped open the 
one piece of mail addressed to her. 
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February 6th 
Dear Liberty, 

It has been such a pleasure getting to know you through the letters we 
have exchanged since last fall that I was very happy to receive your request 
for more information. I have enclosed the most recent Lyceum Journal, 
which contains stories about events from the recent past, pictures of seldom- 
seen parts of the campus, art work, puzzles, and news from the Lyceum 
Council. This issue has an article about the new Hospice Center that just 
opened, and a call for designs for a new Retreat Center in the northeast part 
of the campus. But more interesting to you will probably be the feature 
article on the U.N. Annual Conference on the Environment that was held 
here last fall. 

Your question about world-class standards is right on the mark. In order 
for Lyceum to be of service to a wide variety of people, organizations, and 
governments who are involved in important work, we have to keep our 
standards at an extremely high level. And we have the added challenge of 
making sure that the individual who wanders in, sometimes right in the 
middle of a high-level event, still receives the welcome and attention that he 
or she needs and deserves. 

I could really relate to the thoughts you shared with me about your 
changing values. I think you and I are very much alike. I too once prowled 
the back streets of a major city (Melbourne), until one day I realized it 
wasn‘ taking me where I wanted to go. 

I look forward to hearing from you again. As always, I have attached 
some food-for-thought questions for you to consider. 

Sincerely, 
Sister Nancy 


A few minutes after finishing the letter, Liberty’s attention was brought 
out of the Lyceum Journal she was reading by Mr. Neils’ voice calling her 
name. She joined him at the coffee table and pretended to pay attention as he 
went over the details of a reform school in Texas that looked like it might 
accept her, but for several different reasons Liberty just couldn’t get excited 
about it. 
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To begin with, she didn’t feel she needed reforming, whatever that 
ultimately meant. And equally as important, she no longer felt the desperate 
need to find a place, any place, that would take her. She had become 
accustomed to her life at the Buchanan country house, and no longer dreaded 
the thought of just reading books and taking care of horses. And besides, 
maybe Lyceum would turn out to be an option... 


February 11th 
Dear Sister Nancy, 

I read the entire Lyceum Journal that you sent me. Thanks! Those 
articles are really fun to read, and it’s really nice to see that teenagers take 
part in things at Lyceum. You were right — that article about the U.N. 
conference was really good. I bet it took a lot of work! 

The more I learn about all the things you people do there, and the ways 
you do them, the more I can picture myself being there. And the longer I’m 
out here in the country, the farther away the streets of Philadelphia are 
starting to seem. 

I had to think a long time about your questions. They're getting harder! 
But that’s okay, I love challenges. Here goes... 

If I was in the first situation, I would tell the President that I would send 
someone to get his suitcases as soon as I could, and I would pick up the little 
boy with the sprained ankle and carry him to the clinic. As soon as I got 
there, I'd call someone who could get the suitcases, and tell them to get there 
fast. The President might be mad at me, but that’s what I'd do. Actually, I 
already got a President mad at me once when I was nine years old. 

If I was in the second situation, I think Id tell a white lie. Id tell the 
reporter that I didn’t know who was in the conference room, but (if they 
were nice) I'd offer to take a message in. And also Id tell the people in the 
conference room that a reporter was asking questions about them. 
Everyone deserves a little privacy! 

Your third question was the hardest. You probably won't like my answer, 
but I’ve never been afraid of things like knives. I'd talk sweetly, maybe even 
flirt a little, and try to get so close to him that he couldn’t see what my hands 
were doing. Then Id slip the gun out from under the counter, (you know, the 
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one I hid there weeks before), stick it in his ribs, and ask him, again very 
sweetly, if he still wanted to rob us, or would he instead like to drop the 
knife, have a hot meal in the dining room, and get a ride back to town. The 
hot meal and the ride would be with a couple of the brothers who were big 
and strong, of course! 

Sincerely, 

Liberty 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 22: The Stars Teach Me to Play 


February 7th 
Dear Ashley, 

It sounds like you are really sinking your teeth into the nursing home 
assignment. It’s an experience that can benefit almost anyone. 

I do very much know what you mean — the better we understand a field 
of study, the more clearly we can see how puny our knowledge is, even if we 
are a so-called expert. There is an important lesson here. I hope you learn it 
well. 

I’m glad to hear you are starting to teach at the gym. Teaching is one of 
the best ways to make sure you really know something with a deep 
understanding. It is also a time to begin reflecting on the fact that all earthly 
careers must come to an end, with the knowledge and skills passed on to 
others. 

Yes, please keep your grades up. As I hope you already know, learning 
never stops at Lyceum. Being familiar with the General Knowledge 
Processor will help you in many tasks here, as it is the heart of our computer 
system. 

The evaluation week in July will be generally similar to the one you 
attended, but the team will be different and the specific activities are always 
being changed. The best way to prepare is to do your volunteer work well, 
learn from it everything you can, and read your Lyceum materials again, 
sending me any questions you have. 
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I look forward to hearing from you again. 
Sincerely, 
Sister Heather 


* 


By mid-February, Ashley had become very useful at the Rapid City 
Convalescent Center. She helped with the feeding of two or three people every 
meal she was there, and had become so familiar with the diets that she could 
usually spot an incorrect tray the moment it was placed in front of a resident. 
She had learned to speak respectfully to all of them, even when they were 
trying to get something that they shouldn’t have. She always asked whenever 
she wasn’t sure about something, and was becoming very keen at sensing 
when a possibly dangerous situation was at hand. She had even used her 
significant strength and agility twice to help residents who had lost their 
balance. Mrs. Peterson and the nurses were beginning to wish Ashley could 
be there more hours each week, and on a permanent basis. 

Ashley was aware that not all of the residents were elderly. There was a 
middle-aged man who had been in a severe accident, a lady in her twenties 
who had a nervous system disease, and a couple of others. They all lived 
down a short hallway at the other end of the building from where Ashley spent 
most of her time, and so she rarely saw them. 

One day she was helping a nurse by making marks on a list of the residents 
as the nurse deciphered reports from the aides. The list happened to also 
include ages, and when they were just about finished, the last name on the list 
caught Ashley’s attention. 

“There’s a nine-year-old here?” she asked in disbelief. 

“Why, yes there is. Jenny Clark. You haven’t met her?” 

“No.” 

“Actually, that’s not too surprising. She never comes to the dining room, 
and spends a lot of time out on the little porch at the end of the short hallway, 
especially in the afternoon and evening when youre here.” 

“Would it be okay if I met her sometime?” 

“Sure! The best way is just to step out on her little porch after dinner and 
introduce yourself. She'll probably be playing her penny whistle. That’s why 
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she goes out there — no one can stand it inside.” 

Thinking back, Ashley realized that she had probably glimpsed Jenny 
Clark in her wheelchair several times, but it had always been from such a 
distance that she had assumed it was one of the tiny old ladies. 

* 

It wasn’t until about a week later that Ashley found she had almost 
nothing to do after dinner. She remembered her desire to meet the girl, so she 
told the nurse where she would be, got her coat, and headed for the short 
hallway. 

As Ashley stepped up to the glass door, she could see that the porch was 
very small, and that the snow-covered garden beyond wasn’t much bigger. 
The sky was quickly darkening, and the outside light was on. There sat the 
girl in her wheelchair, bundled up in a heavy hooded coat, facing the waning 
sunset. Ashley could hear a tune coming from her little whistle as she slowly 
pushed open the door. 

The moment the girl became aware of the door opening, she stopped 
playing and lowered her instrument to her lap. Ashley closed the door behind 
her softly and sat down on the cold concrete beside the wheelchair. 

“Hi. I’m Ashley.” 

After a moment of silence, while still gazing at the sky, the girl said in a 
guarded voice, “I’m Jenny.” 

“T heard that you play the flute,” Ashley said. 

“IT play the recorder. Actually, I don’t have a recorder anymore, just a 
plastic whistle. One of the old men broke my recorder ‘cause he didn’t like me 
playing it. Are you an aide?” 

“Naa! I’m only twelve. I’m a volunteer.” 

The nine-year-old turned and looked at Ashley for the first time. “You 
sounded older. I thought you were an aide. I’ll never make it to twelve.” 

Ashley swallowed hard. “You won’t?” 

“Nope. I have cancer. I’ve got about a year to go. The doctor says maybe 
two, but no promises.” 

Ashley’s head swam with the possibilities of what to say next, but none of 
the things she thought of seemed like more than drippy sympathy. After a 
long silence, she finally said, “What do you like to do?” 
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“Play the recorder. But I have to come out here ‘cause it bothers 
everyone.” 

“What do you play?” 

“Just little tunes that come to me. I don’t know what to call them.” 

“IT don’t know anything about music,” Ashley admitted. “I wish I did. 
Would you play a song for me?” 

The girl looked down at Ashley. “I think I’m tired of playing tonight.” 

The two girls sat in silence for awhile. Finally Ashley said, “I’d better go 
inside and see if anybody needs me. Can I visit you again?” 

After a moment of thought, Jenny responded, still in a guarded tone laced 
with a hint of sadness. “Sure. If you want to.” 

“Do you want me to push you inside?” 

“No thanks. I want to stay out here a little longer. There will be lots of 
stars tonight. They teach me to play.” 

“Good night,” Ashley said, and slipped inside. But she couldn’t get Jenny 
Clark out of her mind for the rest of that evening, nor for the entire next day 
at school. Especially the very last thing the girl had said haunted Ashley, as if 
it held some meaning that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Stars... they 
teach me to play. 

* 

Ashley decided over the next few weeks that Jenny Clark was somehow 
important to her. She could not have put her reasons into words at that point, 
but she felt certain of it. She began to visit Jenny every time she was at the 
nursing home, sometimes before dinner, sometimes after dinner, and 
sometimes she arranged to take Jenny her tray. Soon Ashley had ceased to 
eat her dinner in the nurses’ station, and had made a routine of eating with 
Jenny in her room. But never did Jenny play a tune on her penny whistle in 
front of Ashley. 

One day in mid-March Ashley arrived at the nursing home with a package 
under her arm. She helped get the residents into the dining room, fed two of 
them, and then took two trays and the package to Jenny’s room. 

“What’s that?” Jenny asked. 

“For you!” Ashley said and handed her the box. 

Jenny couldn’t hide her expectant smile as she opened the box with 
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excited fingers. Inside was a small, flat instrument case. She opened that, 
and gazed in wonder at the beautiful brown and ivory colored recorder. 

“I remember you saying that you wished the tone of your whistle was 
lower, so I got an alto. I hope you like it.” 

“It’s... it’s... fantastic!” Jenny said, and reached out to take Ashley’s hand. 
Their eyes met for a long moment. “You're the first friend I’ve ever had, since 
I found out... since I found out I was dying.” 

Ashley grinned in embarrassment. Jenny carefully assembled the recorder 
and put it to her lips. She glanced at Ashley for a moment, as if trying to make 
a decision, and then began to play. 

Ashley sat in amazement as the tune unfolded. She had assumed that 
Jenny played simple little things like Mary Had A Little Lamb. The tune that 
was being performed for her was complex, full of trills and intertwined runs. 
At times long, heavy tones plodded like a giant stomping across the land, and 
at other times tiny notes fluttered like fairies’ wings. And it was much longer 
than Ashley had expected. At least fifteen minutes, maybe more, passed while 
Ashley sat transfixed by Jenny’s music. 

“Shut up that racket!” a harsh male voice could be heard through the wall. 

Ashley stuck out her tongue in the direction of the voice, knowing she 
couldn’t be seen, and her light attitude toward the situation was infectious; 
Jenny was soon giggling with abandon. 

The two girls began nibbling on their dinners as they talked. Between 
mouthfuls, Ashley said, “That tune was really beautiful. It made me see all 
kinds of things in my mind while you were playing. What’s it called?” 

“T just call it Voice Three.” 

“That’s a funny name!” Ashley said, munching on her broccoli. 

“It’s not really a name. It’s just the third voice I learned. There’s seven of 
them, and they’re all supposed to be played at once.” 

“You mean it’s like a symphony?” Ashley asked. 

“Yeah. But I can’t play them all at once. I’d have to have seven recorders!” 

“And seven mouths!” 

They both burst out laughing at the thought. 

“Maybe you could make a disk of each voice, and then play them all back at 
the same time!” Ashley suggested. 
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“I can only play four of them, and I still have some rough spots in Voice 
Four. I’m practicing number five, and I’ve heard number six, but I’ve never 
played it. I’ve never even heard number seven separate from the others yet!” 

Ashley chewed and swallowed a bite of bread. “You mean you hear them 
in your head before you start playing them?” 

“Yep.” 

“Wow. I think I kind of know what that’s like. At the gym, I have to see a 
routine clearly in my mind before I can do it right.” 

“What do you do at a gym?” Jenny asked. 

Ashley had never told Jenny she was a gymnast. She had kept it to herself 
because she was afraid it might make Jenny feel bad, since she couldn’t do 
anything physical. But now that she had mentioned the gym, she really had 
no choice. “Gymnastics.” 

“Can you show me some? After all, I played for you!” 

“Well, I can’t do it here. You have to have mats and a high ceiling, even 
just to do tumbling.” 

“Can I watch you at the gym sometime?” 

“Umm... I guess so, if you really want to...” 

“T really want to. Or else you'll never hear me play the other voices!” 

Ashley thought. Suddenly she realized that Jenny had given her leverage. 
“So... if you get to see me at the gym, you'll play the other voices for me?” 

“Sure. One voice for one visit to the gym. You already owe me one!” 

They shook hands on their deal, and then both smiled with happiness. 

* 

Ashley arranged with Mrs. Peterson for Jenny to come to the gym in the 
nursing home’s van. It was free on Wednesday afternoons, which was one of 
Ashley’s gym days, and they had an adult volunteer who could drive. All they 
had to do was get the permission of Jenny’s mother. 

Ashley couldn’t believe her ears when she was told that Jenny’s mother 
didn’t visit very often. Mrs. Peterson had to leave a message with a neighbor, 
as there was no telephone at the Clark residence. Even so, it was another 
week before the lady showed up at the nursing home. She signed the 
permission form, but when Ashley got there after school, Jenny was crying. 

“Hi, Jenny,” Ashley said as gently as she could, sitting down in a chair near 


Lyceum Quest 181 


her friend. 

Jenny wiped at her face with a tissue. “Hi.” It was that guarded, sad tone 
of voice that Ashley remembered from before they had become friends. 

“What happened?” 

“My mother was here.” 

“Did she say you couldn’t go to the gym?” 

“No. She didn’t care about that. She took the recorder you gave me.” 

Ashley was livid. “Why?” 

“To sell and spend the money on herself, what else?” 

Ashley sat there dumbfounded, seething with anger. Her mind reeled with 
things she could do: stomp over to Jenny’s house and yell at her mother... call 
the police and tell them Jenny’s mother had stolen it... but then she stopped 
herself and remembered the time someone had gone through her pack on the 
train, and the things that Bob the conductor had told her. She breathed 
deeply and tried to relax, just as she had learned to do at gymnastics meets 
when waiting for her event. 

“Tll get it back for you as soon as it turns up at the pawn shop,” Ashley 
said. 

“You don’t have to...” 

“I know. But I want to. And we'll figure out a good hiding place for it!” 

Jenny brightened at that thought. “Yeah! And I’m never showing her 
anything again! And I get to watch you at the gym for the next four 
Wednesdays!” 

“And guess what else?” Ashley tempted. 

“What?” Jenny said, the sparkle returning to her eyes and voice. 

“Mrs. Peterson said I can push you down to the snack bar on oth Street on 
warm days without asking your mother!” 

“Fantastic!” 

* 

Ashley went by the only pawn shop in town the next day, and told the 
owner what had happened to Jenny’s recorder, and that she wanted to buy it 
back if he acquired it. He promised her first chance at it, and said he would 
keep the price as low as possible. 

Ashley went by every day, and the instrument was there only three days 
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later. Her happiness at being able to return it to Jenny far outweighed her 
lingering anger at Jenny’s mother. 

When Ashley told her coach that a friend would be watching, he reminded 
her to not let it effect her concentration. The first Wednesday that Jenny 
came to the gym, Ashley warmed up the class, worked with some intermediate 
girls on their first attempts at the side aerial, and then did her alternate level 
seven floor exercise, with critiques from all the team members. The coach was 
giving her and the other level seven gymnasts as much latitude as he could, 
letting them learn every possible modified form and alternate routine, without 
actually getting into recognizable elite-level skills. 

Before Jenny headed back to the nursing home at five o’clock, Ashley 
stepped out into the lobby to say good-bye. 

“That stuff you do is really neat!” Jenny said. “You didn’t tell me you were 
a teacher!” 

“T just help out. The other three girls at my level do too.” 

“And you didn’t tell me you were the State Champion!” 

Ashley looked embarrassed. “How’d you know?” 

“T looked at all the stuff on the walls, silly!” 

“Oh, yeah,” Ashley said, remembering all the pictures on the lobby walls of 
the championship meet the previous year. “I’m actually not the champion 
anymore. There’s a new one now, a girl named Ricki from Aberdeen. I 
decided not to go this year. Too much other stuff going on, and with luck I'll 
get to start elite training in July.” 

“We have to be going,” the adult volunteer said. 

“See you tomorrow!” Jenny said, as the volunteer pushed her out to the 
van. On the way back to the nursing home, she realized it was her turn to play 
another voice of her song for her friend, and she looked forward to it with a 
smile. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 23: A Growing Understanding 


March 12th 
Dear Brother Jacob, 

Ill be eighteen in May, and I’m graduating high school not long after 
that. I think I’m going to be making some changes in my life. The changes 
aren't going to be easy, but I can’t stay here much longer. I can’t be what my 
father wants me to be. He wants me to go into the ministry. Not just any 
ministry, but our church’s ministry. There’s a seminary in Atlanta that he 
wants me to go to. He keeps leaving brochures about it laying around so Il 
see them. I think I know too much to be happy with that. 

Ive saved up quite a bit of money, enough to get me started somewhere. 
I don’t know much about living on my own, but I guess I'll just have to learn. 
Ive been reading that book about Lyceum membership that you sent me. I 
think I'd like to join Lyceum someday. After I’ve turned eighteen and I’m on 
my own would be best, I think. Does everyone at Lyceum study foreign 
languages? I don’t know any. I wonder which one Id like to learn first... 

I noticed it says everyone does their share of the simple work at Lyceum. 
How much say does a member have in what kind of work they do? The idea 
of doing my share of the boring stuff doesn’t bother me. I just wouldn’t want 
to be forced to be something I don’t want to be. I hope you understand. 

Sincerely, 
Shawn Mitchell 


Lyceum Quest 184 


Dear Sarah, 

That dance exhibition you guys did sounded like a rush job, but fun too! 
Lyceum seems to be like that, always bending over backwards for everyone 
else. I guess that’s what service is all about. 

Someday soon I’m going to go back to Lyceum, and eat fresh 
strawberries out of your garden! And I’m going to watch planetarium 
shows for hours, and look at all the paintings in the art gallery, and watch 
the scientists work in your labs, and read every book in the library, and go 
to every public worship service! And then Ill eat in your dining room, and 
play with the animals in the petting zoo. 

I bet you guys do a lot of stuff around Easter! I wish I could be there. 

Your friend, 
Shawn 


March 30th 
Dear Shawn, 

I wish for you all the strength and wisdom you will need for the change 
you are considering, whenever it happens. I have not experienced seminary 
life, but I imagine it could be very rewarding if one were in tune with the 
sponsoring church, and very stifling if one were not. Friends of mine here 
who have been to seminaries confirm my guess. 

In my opinion, learning to live on your own is a necessary step in every 
individual’s growth. But, of course, you must decide when and how that 
should happen in your life. 

You are very welcome to apply to be a member of Lyceum if at some 
point that feels like the right thing to do. Your understanding of its nature is 
increasing all the time. I have a hunch that you would like it here, once you 
became free to sink your teeth into the some of the many projects Lyceum 
undertakes. Yes, everyone studies a foreign language. Quite a few members 
speak four or more fluently. 

Every member has complete control over what kinds of work they do, 
and also the maturity to be willing to do what is needed. Does that seeming 
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contradiction make any sense? As you have noticed, we all share in the work 
that is, in my terminology, humbling. 

You are right about waiting until you are eighteen to join. If you were 
younger, a parent would have to agree to it in writing, and I don’t think 
your situation allows for that. 

Have a blessed Easter season! 

Sincerely, 
Brother Jacob 


Dear Shawn, 
I bet you'll really have fun when you get here! Don’t forget about all the 
gardens there are to walk in, and the swimming pool, and the museum! 
Easter is really busy here. I already have my schedule. I will be a 
dancing guide in the Palm Sunday service. We do a procession that goes all 
over the place, and we give donkey rides to the little kids. And I’m in a play 
on Thursday, and I read from the Torah (that’s the first five books of the Old 
Testament) on Friday. On Saturday there will be lots of people here, and I’m 
helping with the Children’s Programs, and then I’m a dancer on Easter. We 
do a sunrise service outside, and an indoor one at the regular time. Then 
most of the members sleep all day Monday! 
I hope you'll be here someday soon! 
Your Friend, 
Sarah 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 24: A Springtime Full of Hope 


Liberty gazed out one of the large front windows at a light spring rain. It 
was almost sad to her that the last patches of snow were beginning to melt. 
But at the same time, it had been a long winter and she welcomed the coming 
of warmer weather and the new shades of green that were emerging 
everywhere. 

“Here’s something for you. A magazine, I think,” Mr. Neils said from the 
couch where he was going through the mail. 

With a dreamy, far-away look in her eyes, Liberty received the large blue 
envelope from the caretaker and sat down in a chair by the window. 

She tore it open and extracted the contents. There it was, in her hands, 
just as she had requested in her last letter to Sister Nancy. After quickly 
reading the letter, Liberty clutched the copy of Lyceum Prospective Member’s 
Handbook and the folder full of application forms to her chest like a valuable 
treasure as she gazed out the window at the falling rain. 

* 

Three days later she sat in her dormer window reading a book and waiting 
for her father to arrive. Outside, mottled late afternoon sunshine warmed the 
grasses and buds that were appearing everywhere, and tiny patches of snow 
only lingered in the places of deepest shade. All three horses roamed the 
pasture, happily nibbling at the new shoots of grass. The long white car, a 
little muddy along the bottom edge, crunched through the gravel just about 
when it was expected. 
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Liberty smiled, but decided to finish the chapter she was reading and tidy 
up her room before going downstairs. She even decided to slip on a casual 
dress for the occasion. Although she had not yet experienced the biological 
version, she felt pregnant... with the knowledge that a major change was just 
about to be made in the course of her life. 

When she finally went downstairs about an hour later, Mr. Neils was about 
to serve dinner and her father was sitting at the dining table, sipping tea and 
talking. She quietly sat down at her place setting and listened. 

“...so those hearings will probably go through June, and then we should be 
able to get the bill out of committee. Votes are looking good, but I’ve had to 
do some arm twisting.” 

“Excellent news!” Mr. Neils said, taking a covered roasting pan out of the 
oven. 

“But now that Liberty is here, let’s talk about the project you two have 
been wrestling with. What kind of luck have you had?” 

As Mr. Neils brought out the serving dishes brimming with baked ham, 
buttered mashed potatoes, a vegetable medley with hollandaise, and spiced 
apple sauce, he began to list, as best he could from memory, the many places 
he had written to, and the kinds of responses they had received. As father and 
daughter served themselves, he got his notes so that he could give a more 
complete accounting. Finally he sat down at his place and served himself 
while summarizing. 

“So as you can see, there have been many negative responses for a variety 
of reasons. And there were a few fringe operations that had placed misleading 
ads, which I was able to spot as soon as their literature arrived. Liberty has 
grown immensely in patience and perseverance. The best outlook so far is the 
reform school in Texas that can evaluate her next August, with the girls’ 
school in New Hampshire a contingency plan for the following year.” He fell 
silent and began to eat. 

“Whoa, I didn’t realize we’d come up with such a small list!” Senator 
Buchanan said. 

Liberty gathered her courage, and then spoke without looking at the 
adults. “Except that there’s a place I’ve been writing to that’s invited us to 
come and visit, and they have an evaluation week in July.” 
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Both of the men looked at Liberty with disbelief and confusion for a long 
moment. 

“This is news to me!” Mr. Neils said. 

“They don’t take applications from third parties,” Liberty explained, “so I 
had to be the one to write to them. I’m sorry. At first I didn’t think it would 
become anything, and then I just got used to writing to them myself. But they 
do have the history sheet about me that you were sending to everyone.” 

“Let me guess,” Mr. Neils said. “Those blue envelopes that kept arriving 
for you?” 

Liberty grinned sheepishly. “They sent me detailed information, and I’ve 
read every page of it, most of it twice. It sounds really good... to me.” She 
looked at her father for a reaction. 

He finished chewing a bite of food, wiped his mouth slowly with his 
napkin, and gave her a long look. “Well... I presume you still have everything 
they sent you?” 

“Yep.” 

“And copies of your letters to them?” 

Liberty cringed. “Y...es. Theyre on my computer.” 

“Okay. Stack it all up and I'll take a look at it tonight.” 

“Thanks, Daddy!” 

During the remainder of the meal, Mr. Neils described the school in Texas 
and a couple of other remote possibilities. Then the discussion turned to 
springtime chores around the estate and other light topics. 

* 

Right after dinner, Liberty delivered the entire pile of books, journals, and 
letters to her father in his bedroom, where he was already at work at his huge 
roll-top desk. Her stomach was tied in knots as she headed for the barn to do 
her evening chores, where she busied herself for almost two hours, knowing 
that she would just pace in her bedroom otherwise. 

When she finally returned to the house, she couldn’t stop herself from 
slipping into his bedroom and tiptoeing up to his desk. He was working his 
way through one of the books on Lyceum, his hand moving rapidly down 
blocks of text, his other hand turning the pages frequently. 

“T didn’t know you could speed-read, Dad!” 
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“Hi, Honey. It would be hard to be a senator without that ability. Good 
skill to have for anyone interested in world-class institutions,” he said, 
flashing her a slight smile. 

“T don’t want to interrupt, but... how does it look?” 

“There’s a lot here to read, and I have some phone calls to make. I should 
get most of the reading done tonight. Give me until noon tomorrow, and we'll 
go on a walk after lunch. I should have a handle on it by then.” 

“Thank you, Daddy,” she said and started to head for the door. 

“Liberty?” he called after her. 

“Yes, Dad?” 

“T realize you're probably anxious. I like what I see so far.” 

“Thanks!” 

* 

The senator had Mr. Neils bring him a continental breakfast in his 
bedroom the following morning, and he finished reading everything that 
Liberty had given him about Lyceum by ten o’clock. He leaned back in his 
chair and closed his eyes for several minutes. 

As soon as he sat up, he grabbed a government directory from one of the 
cubby holes in his desk, found what he wanted, and started tapping numbers 
into the telephone. 

“Good morning, this is Senator Michael Buchanan. Id like to speak to 
Senator Giles... Yes, I’d like to speak directly to the senator... Thank you.” 
While waiting, he organized the Lyceum material on his desk. “Bill! This is 
Michael Buchanan! How are things in Oregon?... Good to hear it! You still 
with me on that arms treaty?... Good, good, and you’ve got me in your pocket 
on that timber bill, you know, and all those I can drag along... Excellent! 
What I’m calling about is I need some basic reference information about a 
place in your neck of the woods. It’s called Lyceum, and its address is in a 
little town... You’ve heard of it? Wonderful!.... Well, that’s even better! 
Fifteen or twenty times? Tell me about it, please.” 

Senator Buchanan listened to his colleague for a couple of minutes. “Uh 
huh... Yes... Totally above board?... Uh huh... Nothing cult about it or 
anything?... Okay... Uh huh... Wow, it sounds almost too good to be true. No 
skeletons in the closet at all?” 
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At that moment Mr. Neils poked his head into the bedroom, and made a 
motion that indicated he would come back later, but the senator waved him 
on in, and punched the speaker button on the telephone so that he could also 
hear what the Oregon senator was saying. 

“..only thing I can think of that even approaches being strange is that 
they're very strict about confidentiality — for their own people, their 
benefactors and such, even for visitors. Reporters go out their to try to scrape 
up a story about some famous person who has something to do with the place. 
They grab the nearest staff member, and can get any general question 
answered. But the only name they can ever get is Brother John or Sister Jane 
or whatever, and never a whisper about the person they’re trying to write 
about. Doesn’t seem to be any charismatic leadership that wants their name 
known, either.” 

“How about the Board of Directors?” Senator Buchanan asked. 

“Yeah. I’ve had it looked over. All legit and respectable.” 

“Well, some of those policies sound pretty nice from my point of view.” 

“That’s why I like getting out there fairly often. I know that if I don’t 
spread who I am, no one else will either. And they’ve got places you can go to 
get totally out of the public eye.” 

“Well, thanks, Bill. If there’s nothing else you can think of, I'll let you get 
back to work.” 

“Their literature is totally up front. Have you got it?” 

“Yes. My daughter wants to go out for a visit.” 

“Tsee. She'll love it! See you next week, Michael!” 

“Yes, see you then. Bye!” 

He pressed the reset button and looked at Mr. Neils. “Sounds good. Did 
you find out anything?” 

“They do indeed have an office at the U.N., just as do many service 
organizations, such as the Red Cross. But there’s something else that I only 
learned because the person I called owed me a favor. It seems that the 
Lyceum staff there at the U.N. gets asked into the Security Council chambers 
fairly often, even during closed sessions, and no one can ever pry out of them 
what they were asked or what they said.” 

“Interesting. Thanks, Harold.” 
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The caretaker left and the senator sat for a minute thinking. Then he 

grabbed a note pad and began jotting down thoughts as they came to him. 
* 

Father and daughter, wearing warm sweaters and windbreaks, walked side 
by side as they neared the top of the grassy hill that was just beginning to turn 
light green with its new spring growth. Both were in serious moods. 

“This place is not your usual private school, like the ones you’re familiar 
with, I hope you realize...” he said. 

“I know, Daddy.” 

“So... tell me what about it attracts you.” 

“Well... from everything I can tell, it would really challenge me to be grown 
up and do my best.” 

“Uh huh...” 

“And remember that world-class feeling I was talking about? This place 
has it.” 

“IT can see that.” He walked in silence for a moment. “Part of being a 
member is being assigned productive work. At your age, I believe it was 
sixteen hours per week. Whatever you're told to do. No back talk, no 
sneaking off. Can you handle that?” 

She thought for a moment. “I think so. If I like the place. And if I don’t 
like it, I shouldn’t be there, I guess. I want to try.” 

“T’ve already done some checking into it, and I’m going to do some more. I 
won't let my daughter go to a Jonestown or a Rajneeshpuram, or anything 
else strange.” 

“T appreciate that, Daddy.” 

“I’m sure you've noticed that they call each other Brother and Sister there. 
Know why that is?” 

“N...not really.” 

“The basic economic and social arrangement of the place, as far as the 
members are concerned, is most similar to that of a religious monastery.” 

“Doesn't seem like one when you look at the pictures, does it?” 

“No... it doesn’t. And yet it is organized to provide its members with a 
relative contemplative, studious, service-oriented life. That doesn’t sound like 
you, Liberty.” 
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“T know.” She looked at the ground for awhile as they walked. “But you 
know how I love to read and learn new things. And look at how happy I’ve 
been out here, once I started taking care of the horses.” They walked in 
silence for another minute. “I don’t know exactly why this place feels right. I 
just know it does. If it doesn’t work out, Pll go and be evaluated in Texas, I 
guess.” 

They walked through a short patch of woods without speaking. 

“So...” Senator Buchanan said, “assuming I don’t turn up any skeletons, 
see if you can coordinate the visit with my trip to Japan on July 10th. We 
could fly out on the 8th, spend the oth there, and if I like what I see, I'll go on 
to Tokyo alone.” 

She stopped and wrapped her arms around him. “Oh, thank you, Daddy!” 

“Now understand, I’m putting you in charge of all the arrangements.” 

She released him and just stood there smiling, glad some of the knots in 
her stomach were starting to untie themselves. 

“Okay... “ he went on, “you want to earn some spending money? We’ve got 
some things around here that need doing...” 

* 

It was another ten days before Liberty was ready to seriously entertain the 
notion of picking up the telephone and calling Lyceum. The yard work she 
had agreed to do for her father kept her busy, but eventually she knew she 
couldn’t put it off any longer. 

The orange and pink shades of evening light were beginning to fade from 
the Pennsylvania sky as Liberty closed the dishwasher and started its cycle. 
She knew she was alone in the house. She walked into the living room and 
stared at the telephone. The knots in her stomach had retied themselves with 
a vengeance, and were threatening to make knots on top of the knots. 

As the minutes passed, she began to realize that she wasn’t getting any 
closer to picking up the telephone and doing what she needed to do, so she 
dashed out the front door and headed for the barn. 

The horses were waiting at the feed boxes as she pulled the right amount 
of hay off the bail and tossed it over the fence to each animal. The last one to 
get served grabbed the flake of alfalfa before it even left Liberty’s hand. 

“Hungry, Penny? You always were a little short on table manners.” 
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She scooped cans of grain and added them to each horse’s feed box. 

“Hi, Chelsea. I’ve sure got a big decision to make. To tell you the truth, I 
thought I’d made it. Then dad says yes and I turn into chicken shit.” 

All three horses were concentrating on their feed as Liberty climbed up 
and straddled the fence. “Hi, Mandy. Can you imagine me in a place like 
Lyceum, where there’s all kinds of religious things going on? Less than a year 
ago everyone thought I was going to be a prostitute. Just call me Liberty 
Magdalene...” 

She hopped down amongst the horses and stroked the tallest one with her 
hand. “Hi Penny. I’m smart. I could be almost anything I wanted. My dad'll 
put me through any college I choose.” She leaned on the huge animal, putting 
her hands over its back as tears filled her eyes. “I just can’t figure out how to 
finish junior high...” 

* 

Liberty tossed and turned that night in bed before her mind finally carried 
her into a fitful dream. In her dream she skipped happily down a back alley, 
somewhere in a city, toward her friends who were all standing around waiting 
for her. As soon as she neared them, they all started laughing at her and 
pointing their fingers. “Liberty’s going to reform school! Liberty’s going to 
reform school!” they taunted. 

She heard her own voice saying, “’m am not! I’m going to live in a 
monastery!” 

They were all around her now, even above and below, pointing their 
fingers and laughing even harder. “Liberty’s going to a monastery! Liberty’s 
going to a monastery!” 

She woke thrashing, covered with sweat. As soon as she realized she was 
no longer dreaming, she relaxed and tossed the blanket off, lying there under 
her sheet, the feelings from the dream still resonating inside her. About a 
quarter hour later, she drifted back to sleep. 

The partially ruined walls of an ancient stone monastery loomed all 
around, and nearby she could see a bubble-headed bleach blond secretary 
sitting at a big desk with phones and other junk all over it. Behind the 
secretary a line of hooded monks slowly shuffled along, as another monk 
cracked a whip. 
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The secretary was picking up and putting down phones madly. “Please 
hold... Hello?... No, we don’t want to buy any of that... Hello?.... Liberty 
who? Never heard of you... Sister Nancy’s office is in the highest tower, and 
she only comes down on fifth Mondays to take calls. Please hold... No, we 
don’t do that... Hello?... Oh, you again. No she didn’t tell me anything, she’s 
a very busy person. You'll have to make an appointment... Hello?... No, we 
don’t want any...” 

Finally Liberty drifted into a deeper, dreamless sleep. 

* 

It was late the next morning when Liberty finally stumbled downstairs, 
still in her pajamas, to find Mr. Neils finished with breakfast and ready to go 
out into the garden. 

“What time is it? I had a terrible night.” 

“Ten thirty.” 

“Oh, shit, the horses!” 

“Tve fed them for you. I could hear you tossing and turning last night, and 
when I peeked in at seven this morning, you were still dead to the world.” 

“Thanks,” she said, pouring some cereal into a bowl. At that moment, the 
phone rang, and Mr. Neils answered it in the kitchen. 

“Senator Buchanan’s residence?... Good morning, Senator!...” After 
listening to the caller for a few moments, he lowered the handset and called 
toward the girl pouring milk on her cereal. “Liberty! He needs to know if he 
can put that flight to Portland on his calendar for July 8th!” 

“Tell him I’m working up the courage! I'll call today!” Or die trying. 

The caretaker relayed her promise, chatted about a few other matters 
while Liberty downed her cereal, and then headed out into the garden. 
Liberty carefully scraped the last specks of cereal from her bowl before going 
to the living room and again staring at the telephone. 

“Tt’s now or never,” she said to herself while taking some deep breaths. 
She dashed upstairs, and a moment later returned with one of the Lyceum 
books. She punched the number into the telephone and waited for someone 
to answer, her heart threatening to pound right out of her chest. 


* 


When Liberty made the call, it was early in the morning at Lyceum and few 
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visitors were yet to be seen in the huge Main Lobby. A young lady with sandy 
brown hair was sitting in the office, stapling some papers together, and 
occasionally glancing up to see who was in the Lobby and whether or not they 
looked lost. Every once in a while one of the computer terminals near her 
would chirp, and she would scan the security information it presented to 
check for anything that required her attention. 

“Good morning, Heidi,” an older lady said, waving as she passed by. “I'll 
have the Gift Shop and Gallery open in a jiffy.” 

“Good morning, Sister Claudia!” 

One of the lines on the communications console near her lit up and softly 
purred. She touched a button and spoke into her headset. “Good morning. 
This is Sister Heidi at Lyceum. How may I be of service to you?” 

As she listened to the caller, she typed a few words into the nearest 
computer, and a variety of information flashed onto the screen. “Oh, yes, 
Liberty! Sister Nancy said you might be calling to schedule a visit... Let me 
see if I can find her.” She pressed a few keys on another terminal, whose 
screen contained a detailed map of the campus. A symbol close to one edge of 
the screen began to flash. “Oh, you know, she’s down at the horse barn, and I 
bet I know why. We had a foal born last night. She’s probably down there 
grinning as if she were its mother... Yes, we have a number of horses here. 
Do you ride?... That’s okay. Maybe you can learn if you’re here for awhile. I 
can do everything that’s necessary to schedule your visit if that’s okay with 
you... Yes, I’d be glad too!” 

At that moment a man stepped up to the counter. Sister Heidi pressed a 
button on the console in front of her, and a few seconds later someone 
emerged from the door behind her and began to help the man. 

Heidi typed on her keyboard as she listened. “Okay, July 8th, in the 
evening.” Schedules appeared on her screen. “That’s a fine time. I’m putting 
you on Sister Nancy’s calendar now... Your dad will be with you? Okay... 
How will you be arriving?... Portland International. Give us a call as soon as 
you know your flight number so we can meet you... I’m reserving a room for 
you and your dad for the 8th and oth... Just whatever clothes and personal 
items you'll want... Well, that about takes care of it... Yes, Liberty, that’s all 
we need to do... Why, thank you, Liberty. It’s been very nice talking to you, 
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too, and I look forward to meeting you!... I’ll see you then. Bye!” 

Sister Heidi finished entering information into her terminal about 
Liberty’s visit, and then stood to help a lady who had just appeared at the 
counter. 

* 

Liberty slowly set the telephone down, let out a breath, and smiled to 
herself. Her stomach felt relaxed for the first time in days. She suddenly felt a 
craving to go up to her room and work on the water color she had started 
about a week before. But first she wanted to help Mr. Neils in the garden, 
because he had fed the horses for her that morning, and she wanted to pay 
him back. And after that she would need to give the horses their mid-day care 
and eat lunch. And after lunch she wanted to call her father. The water color 


could wait a little longer. She had things that needed doing. 
* OK 
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Chapter 25: Special Olympics, Special Feelings 


April 17th 
Dear Ashley, 

Your first assignment will be coming to an end soon. From everything 
you have told me, it has been a very worthwhile experience for you. In case 
you have made friends there, which often happens when volunteering, you 
are welcome to keep in touch and continue to give them some of your time, 
but I hope you don’t spread yourself too thin. 

Your next assignment is to help the residents of Pine Street Group Home 
to prepare for the Special Olympics. They are mentally handicapped 
teenagers and adults, and it will be on the four Saturdays in May at the 
group home, and the entire first weekend in June at the event in your state 
capital of Pierre. If you and your parents are comfortable with this plan, 
report to Kim Dalton, the House Manager, at eight in the morning on May 
6th. 

Thank you for the pictures of yourself at the gym and at the nursing 
home, and of your friends Julie and Jenny. The latest Lyceum Journal just 
came out, and I have enclosed a copy for you. It has a good article on the 
Western Regional Dance Competition that was held here in January, at 
which Tabitha and Karen helped a lot, and also a fantasy story told in verse 
with pictures from our theme gardens that Sister Rachael thinks you'll love. 

Let me know how the transition to your new assignment works out. 

Sincerely, 
Sister Heather 
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* 


As April neared its end, Jenny visited the gym for the last time, and had 
seen Ashley’s routines on all four of the women’s apparatus. By the time she 
played Voice Four with Ashley listening, she had smoothed out all the spots 
that were giving her trouble. Ashley thought it was as beautiful as the other 
three parts, but also very different, containing long passages of low bass 
melodies, obviously designed to complement the other voices. 

As the end of Ashley’s volunteer time at the Rapid City Convalescent 
Center approached, she easily made the decision to continue her friendship 
with Jenny, and to take her on walks whenever she could, which she figured 
would be about twice a week, maybe three times if she stopped by on Sundays. 
Jenny was very glad, and promised to play whatever she could of the fifth and 
sixth voices of her song for Ashley. 

Her last day of work at the nursing home was spent saying good-bye to all 
the elderly people she had come to know to one degree or another. She 
helped feed the ones who were most special to her, sat in the living room to 
talk to those who had grown used to her willing ear, and finished reading 
aloud three different stories that she had begun earlier for various residents. 
It wasn’t until seven o’clock that she could finally grab her dinner tray and 
retreat to Jenny’s room. They talked until Ashley started yawning at about 
ten o'clock, and then she reluctantly made herself head for home, feeling 
somewhat happy and somewhat sad, but very glad she had gained the 
experience and made a new friend. 

* 

As soon as Ashley and her mother arrived at the Pine Street Group Home 
on the first Saturday in May, Ashley became aware that her nursing home 
experience was going to really help her out in that new situation. The first 
resident she saw was a man about thirty years old sitting in a wheelchair on 
the front porch. 

“Hi. How ya doing? Hello...” he said as they approached. 

“Good morning!” Ashley said. 

“Hello!” her mother said. 


“How are you? Hi. Hello. How ya doing?... 


bed 
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Ashley and her mother quickly realized that the man had responded to 
their presence, but was unable to respond to their words. The front door 
opened even before they had gotten past the man who was still issuing 
standard greetings in a monotone, and a large lady stepped out. 

“Hello, I’m Kim Dalton, the House Manager. You must be Ashley and Mrs. 
Riddle?” 

“Hello. How ya doing?” the man in the wheelchair repeated. 

“That’s so nice of you to greet them, Frank!” Kim said. “Would you folks 
like to come in?” 

They entered the house that was fairly large, but otherwise looked like a 
completely normal suburban home. In the kitchen a middle-aged lady was 
making sandwiches and a short little lady of about twenty-five was washing 
dishes. 

“This is Betty, one of our residents,” Kim introduced, and the one washing 
dishes turned and flashed them a completely child-like grin. “And this is 
Sandy, one of our trainers.” 

“Hello!” Sandy said. “Is this our volunteer?” 

“Yes. This is Ashley. Include her in the lunch count, Sandy.” 

“Hello, Ashley. Hope you like bologna...” 

Ashley tried to avoid it, but once a week wouldn’t hurt her training diet too 
much, she quickly decided. “Um, sure!” 

They stepped into the living room. On the couch a girl that Ashley guessed 
wasn’t yet twenty stared at them with round eyes and an open mouth. 

“This is Lori, another resident,” Kim said. “Lori wants to practice for the 
softball throwing event.” 

No facial expressions betrayed that Lori had understood what was said, 
but the strangers were obviously the focus of her attention. 

“And this is Chad, who wants to try all the events,” Kim continued, 
gesturing toward a stuffed chair where a boy just a few years older than 
Ashley sat, his arms spread out on the arm rests and his feet up on a stool. He 
looked perfectly normal... and cute. “But I’ve explained to Chad that he can 
only get a trophy in one event. The other four residents are still in the back 
getting ready. Why don’t you step into my office and we can get any questions 
answered and the paperwork done.” 
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Ashley’s mother followed the house manager, but Ashley lingered for a few 
seconds, taking in the handsome boy spread out so nicely on the living room 
chair. As she was just about to turn, he smiled at her, and she instinctively 
smiled back. Her heart was beating a little faster than normal as she joined 
her mother in the office. 

“I was just explaining to your mom that you won't be asked to do any 
resident care, or lifting, or any other hard or dangerous work. The trainers 
are paid to do all that. Your job will be guidance and encouragement. Some 
of them tend to forget what they are doing in the middle of something, or to 
not understand what’s happening and get mad even though they just won the 
event, or something like that.” 

“And you'll tell Ashley what she needs to do?” her mother inquired. 

“Oh, yes, especially at first. It will be helpful if she can do the events right 
along with the residents during practice. Do you have any physical limitations 
that might prevent you from running a leisurely hundred yard dash, doing a 
broad jump, throwing a softball...?” 

Ashley smiled. Her inability to do the level nine Tsukahara vault at that 
point in time didn’t seem important. “No. I can do all those things.” 

“Great. Several of my trainers can’t make that claim. Here’s the form you 
need to fill out and sign. We provide snacks and lunch, and we'll be back by 
five. You can stay and eat dinner with us if you want.” 

Ashley’s mother finished the paperwork, wished her adopted daughter 
well, and headed home. The residents were soon being loaded into a large 
van, at which time Ashley met the other residents and another trainer. They 
were at the Rapid City High gymnasium ten minutes later. 

Ashley soon discovered, by watching the house manager, that the name of 
the game was hype, in every possible situation, to the maximum possible 
degree. Without the constant encouragement of the staff, the group home 
residents would quickly sink back into their own little worlds, not paying any 
attention to their trainers or the other residents. Ashley started by helping 
Frank practice for the wheelchair race. 

“Come on Frank! Crank those wheels! Faster! Yes, that’s it, this way!” 
Ashley hooped and hollered as Frank weaved his way down the basketball 
court. “Faster, Frank! Yes, that’s it, head for the finish line! You’re doing 
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great! Over here, here’s the finish line! Yes! Fantastic, Frank!” 

“One minute twenty-five seconds,” Kim reported from her stop-watch. 
“Good work, Frank! Good job, Ashley.” 

Next they spread out an old foam landing mat that Ashley never would 
have trusted to protect her from the hard floor underneath. But she reminded 
herself that they were only doing broad jumps, not tumbling or vaulting. The 
house manager and trainers had to work closely with the residents to keep 
them from hurting themselves, and Ashley was assigned the measuring, and 
of course the hooping and hollering. 

“Way to go, Donna! Twenty-six inches!” 

Another resident ran. 

“Fantastic, Betty! Thirty-nine inches! That’s two more inches than last 
time!” 

Lori didn’t quite have the concept yet, in spite of all the trainers’ efforts. 

“Good work, Lori! Eighteen inches!” 

Chad was the only one who used much of the measuring tape, topping the 
group at one hundred and five inches. He flashed Ashley a seductive smile 
when she called out his measurement and their eyes met. 

Soon they gathered at a large table to eat bologna sandwiches, milk, and 
cookies. Ashley made a promise to herself to have nothing but a salad for 
dinner. Three of the residents talked about the events, mostly for the purpose 
of comparing themselves to each other. Chad was quiet, as he always seemed 
to be. The other four had completely forgotten why they were there. 

* 

In the afternoon, Ashley was assigned to run after the softballs, which 
weren't actually thrown very far, but tended to roll a long ways if not 
intercepted. One of the trainers was calling out distances based on the lines 
on the gym floor. Chad threw the ball directly toward Ashley, and she had to 
dodge to the side. He grinned at her as Kim gave him a lecture about being 
careful, to which he paid no attention. 

The last practice of the day was for the foot races, and Ashley again was 
asked to run along with them to keep them ‘on task.’ 

“Come on, Mary, feel your legs pushing against the floor, aim for the finish 
line! No, don’t walk, run! That’s it! Here we go, faster and faster! We're 
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almost there... just a little farther... Yes!” 

“Forty-seven seconds,” Kim announced. 

“Good job, Mary!” Ashley said. 

“Next runner is Tom,” Kim called out. “Ready... set... go!” 

“Come on, Tom! Tom, we can run now! This way, Tom! See the finish 
line down there? Let’s run toward it, Tom! No, Tom, don’t sit down! That’s 
it! Not that way, this way! Sheesh!” Ashley’s frustration was building, as the 
resident seemed to always be doing the opposite of what she asked. “Please, 
Tom, this way! Oh, no, not again. Please get up, Tom. Oh, you're 
impossible.” Ashley was getting mad. “I don’t know what to do. Tom, won’t 
you even try to run toward the finish line? I give up!” She stomped over to a 
bench and sat down, chin in her hands. 

The house manager came over and sat down beside her. “Tom can be very 
uncooperative, as you can see, but our job is to help all the residents to have a 
good time at practice and at the Special Olympics in Pierre.” 

“But he obviously doesn’t even want to run the race,” she said in a pouting 
voice. 

“He may not even be able to understand what a race is, but that doesn’t 
change our task.” 

Sandy the trainer had strolled over to where they were sitting. “It makes 
sense that a champion athlete like Ashley would have some trouble 
understanding Tom’s attitude.” 

“What do you mean?” Kim asked, looking at the trainer. 

“You don’t follow gymnastics, do you, Kim?” 

“T guess not...” she said, looking at Ashley. 

“State champion gymnast, the only one Rapid City’s ever had.” She looked 
at Ashley and said, “My daughter is Georgie Zimmerman.” 

“I know Georgie! I’ve been helping her with her side aerial!” Ashley said, 
brightening. 

“Georgie actually refers to you as her coach.” 

Ashley grinned with mixed pride and embarrassment. 

“Well, well, I vaguely remember something about a state champion from 
here about a year ago,” Kim said. “So what is a champion athlete doing 
working with the handicapped?” 
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“It’s an assignment,” Ashley said. “I’m supposed to learn everything I can 
here before I’m accepted by a place where I can get elite training.” 

“Oh, yes. The lady who arranged for the volunteer time gave me a 
pamphlet about some place. I don’t think I kept it, but it looked pretty fancy.” 

“It is. I’ve been there.” 

“Ashley...” Kim began thoughtfully, “...would you be willing to use your 
credentials to boost the Special Olympics?” 

“Tm... not sure what you mean...” 

“You know, let us put your name on our advertising, make a little welcome 
speech at the event, things like that?” 

“Sure, I guess so. Does that mean I get another chance at helping Tom to 
run the race?” 

Kim and Sandy both laughed. “Of course! And if you even get him pointed 
at the finish line, you'll be doing more than we’ve ever achieved!” 

Ashley felt better as they cleaned up the gym and loaded everyone back 
into the van. Chad flashed her another smile on the way back to the group 
home, and her heart leapt in response. But when she saw that dinner 
consisted of all the heavy and fattening foods she tried to avoid, she headed 
home to eat with her parents... knowing her mother always served a large 
green salad. 

* 

The following Saturday, Ashley felt much better about her ability to work 
with the handicapped group home residents. She was able to strike a balance 
between helping them to win, and helping them to just have fun. As she had 
discovered in the nursing home, getting to know the peculiarities of the 
individuals helped greatly to know how to work with them. When Tom was 
practicing an event, she found that it worked much better just to cheer for him 
no matter what he did. He demonstrated that he knew very well where the 
finish line was. 

Chad grinned at her several times that day, and even took advantage of a 
crowed situation once to brush against her. He did it gently but firmly, and 
she found herself not wanting to move an inch, and afterwards wished the 
situation could have continued for longer than it did. 


* 
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By the third Saturday, Ashley was beginning to think that her group home 
assignment was going to go smoothly, as the hardest situation so far had been 
learning to deal with Tom. It was mid-morning when she found reason to 
change her mind. 

They had been working their way through the broad jump practices, and 
Ashley had been reading the measuring tape and shouting encouragements 
tailored to each resident’s needs. Suddenly little Betty collapsed to the floor 
and began moaning and jerking. No one seemed to do anything, so Ashley 
ran over to her. 

“What’s wrong, Betty? Somebody tell me what’s the matter! What should 
I do?” 

As Betty continued to twitch and moan, Kim the house manager ambled 
over and crouched nearby. “This is Betty’s way of getting attention. She 
learned it from a real epileptic in another group home. We’re trying to break 
her of the habit, but she still tries it now and then, especially when she sees 
other people getting the attention that she wants. You can sit with her while 
she finishes, if you want to, but be sure you don’t do anything to reward it.” 

Ashley was confused. The convulsions looked so real! “Are you sure it’s 
fake?” Ashley asked with a concerned voice. 

“Real epileptics thrash a lot harder and run the risk of hurting themselves. 
I’ve got a pamphlet at the home that tells what to do if you’re ever with one. 
Sit with her quietly, and after a few minutes she'll stop to see if you’re 
watching.” 

Kim went back to the broad jumps, and Ashley sat there, feeling totally 
unwilling to leave someone who seemed to be in so much pain. But just as 
Kim had said, Betty paused in her routine a few minutes later to see if Ashley 
was paying attention. As soon as she saw that Ashley was looking at her, she 
continued with redoubled effort. 

But the next time Betty looked up, Ashley was gazing off across the room, 
as she wanted to see what the little handicapped lady’s response would be. 
Betty returned to her pretense, but stopped to look at Ashley more and more 
often, until finally she just lay there with a puzzled look on her face. Ashley 
could see Betty out of the corner of her eye, but kept looking away. 

A minute later, without warning, Betty got up slowly, turned to see if 
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anyone was watching her, and then walked back to the broad jump line as if 
nothing had happened. “My turn yet?” 

Ashley chuckled to herself, and returned to help with the measuring tape. 

Twice that day, and three times on the last Saturday of the month, Chad 
found occasions to inconspicuously brush up against Ashley. The last time he 
did, she turned and smiled invitingly at the quiet, handsome lad, who was 
standing just inches from her. The look on his face told her clearly and 
unmistakably that more and better was to come. 

* 

The first Saturday in June dawned early for Ashley. By six o’clock she had 
her little daypack filled with all the clothes she would need for the weekend, 
and by 6:30 she had eaten breakfast with her father and was hugging him 
good-bye. As he watched her dash down the street in the morning light, he 
thought, with a twinge of sadness, how quickly it was that little girls grew up. 

The house manager and all four of the trainers who worked at the Pine 
Street Group Home must have been on duty that morning when Ashley 
arrived, hurrying to get the handicapped residents awake, cleaned, dressed, 
fed, and into the van by seven o’clock. It was a Herculean effort, Kim 
explained, because the mentally handicapped were very bothered by any 
change in their routines. 

Without even being asked, Ashley set to helping Frank, who had poor 
finger control, to finish his breakfast. 

“Thanks, Ashley,” Kim said while helping Lori, who had come out into the 
living room only half dressed. “As I anticipated, the organizing committee 
would be totally appreciative of your willingness to say a few welcoming 
words at the event, and I wrote down what they want you to say. You can read 
it on the way and see what you think.” 

“It'll be good practice for me,” Ashley said. “I want to be in the next real 
Olympics.” 

“That’s going to be in Athens, Greece, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah, the summer games, anyway.” 

By 7:20, they finally got all of the residents into the van, said a prayer that 
they had all the clothes and other supplies they needed, and headed for the 
Interstate, where Kim planned to make up some of the time they had lost. 
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Ashley was sitting in the front seat, and the two trainers who were coming 
along were interspersed in the rear seats with the residents. 

Ashley looked at the little speech that had been written for her. “I guess I 
can say this, if you think it will help. How many people will be there?” 

Kim was accelerating to eighty miles per hour as they left the outskirts of 
Rapid City behind. “About seventy-five participants, another fifty staff, and a 
couple of hundred spectators.” 

“Wow. There were four thousand three hundred people at the State 
Women’s Gymnastics Championships last year. More this year, I heard. A 
lady from the newspaper came to the gym once and asked me why I didn’t 
defend my championship. I just said I was busy with plans for the future.” 

Kim chuckled. “Special Olympics is tiny by comparison. That’s why we 
need all the support we can get. We put your name on some of our 
advertising, like you said we could.” 

* 

The drive to Pierre, the capital of South Dakota, was completed by most 
people in two hours. Unfortunately, the residents required at least one potty 
stop for each of them, no matter how much Kim coaxed them to all relieve 
themselves at the same stop. Chad was the only exception. Kim explained 
that these people had very little control over their lives, and every little thing 
they could do to gain some say in what happened to them was too tempting 
for them to resist. And, of course, getting somewhere by a certain deadline 
had little or no meaning to them. The drive to Pierre therefore took three and 
a half hours, but Kim knew that the entire morning was devoted to getting the 
residents from out of town settled into the bunk room at the National Guard 
Armory. 

As soon as they arrived, Kim introduced Ashley to the chairwoman of the 
organizing committee. She was a goofy fat lady, in Ashley’s opinion, who 
didn’t seem to want to have much to do with the handicapped people, and she 
invited Ashley to join the committee for lunch at a restaurant. Ashley 
declined, saying that she needed to help one of the residents of Pine Street 
Group Home during lunch. 

By one o’clock, the last minute preparations were being completed and the 
few spectators were filtering into the main assembly hall of the Armory. It 
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was about the size of a gym, but had a concrete instead of a wooden floor, and 
that was covered by old tumbling mats for the events. There were a few 
streamers and balloons that had been put up, but it would take much more, 
Ashley decided, to make the military gray of the building look bright and 
cheery. 

Fifteen minutes later the chairwoman told Ashley to go ahead. Ashley 
stepped to the microphone and started to speak, but the microphone was 
dead. Five minutes and six or seven feedback screeches later, they finally had 
it working. The audience seemed to take it in stride, not expecting any better. 

“Good afternoon, everyone, and welcome to the South Dakota Special 
Olympics. I’m Ashley Riddle, your State Gymnastics Champion from last 
year. I’m not here to do gymnastics this time. I’m here to help some of our 
citizens, who are unable to participate in regular sporting events because of 
their different abilities, to have fun.” 

That was all that was written down for Ashley to say, but she knew 
something was missing. Suddenly she knew what it was. She lowered the 
paper and went on. “So I want all of you out there in the bleachers to help me 
out. Remember how exciting it was when you took your first bike ride without 
training wheels? Remember how wonderful you felt when your children 
learned to walk? Well, it’s like that for these people when they make it to the 
finish line all by themselves, or jump just a little bit farther than they ever did 
before. It’s a dream-come-true, and we’re here to share that excitement with 
them! We’re here to show them that they can share in the good feelings of 
trying hard and sometimes even winning, just like athletes from all over the 
world do at the real Olympics!” 

The improvised part of her welcome speech was delivered with so much 
genuine feeling that the entire audience, which Ashley later learned had 
almost doubled from the previous year, stood up and clapped. The 
chairwoman of the organizing committee, however, was looking very 
uncomfortable during Ashley’s improvisation, and was right there as soon as 
the clapping started to relieve Ashley of the microphone. 

As soon as Ashley sat down with her group, Kim patted her on the back. 
“Good work, kid! Organizing committee peed their pants ‘cause they didn’t 
write it. They're administrators, in it for the salaries, and don’t like to be 
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involved with the people themselves. It was perfect!” 

As the events began, it quickly became clear to Ashley what her role had to 
be. There were trainers and other volunteers who would encourage the 
individuals along in their events, keeping them on task and aimed at the finish 
line, but absolutely no one was making it exciting for the audience. Ashley 
wondered to herself how the contestants could possibly get excited about what 
they were doing if the audience wasn’t. 

She started by going out to the finish lines and bouncing around as the 
racers approached. As soon as she saw that it was helping the handicapped 
contestants to focus on their goal, she started clowning more and more. Even 
though she was in blue jeans and shirt, she began to instinctively throw in 
some simple gymnastics moves, a cartwheel now and then, a handstand to 
make the people laugh, a series of handsprings if she was on a mat. 

Soon Ashley was the driving force during each event. The chairwoman 
would do the announcing, and trainers and volunteers would get the 
handicapped people started, but Ashley was the one who goaded them on to a 
high level of excitement and got the audience involved. By the fourth race, the 
spectators were chanting Go! Go! Go! as the wheelchairs made their way 
across the floor. 

As the contestants threw their softballs, Ashley was right there, coaxing 
them to try and throw the ball to her, always being just a little farther than she 
thought they could throw. She only misjudged a few times and had to duck or 
dodge. As soon as each ball landed she jumped up into the air, clapping and 
waving her arms, and the audience cheered. 

When Chad, and a few other physically high-functioning ones from other 
towns, stepped up for the softball throw, Ashley moved way back to the end of 
the throwing field, put her hands on her knees like a baseball outfielder, and 
grinned the big Ashley Riddle grin, daring them to throw as far as they could. 
Chad’s throw came directly toward her, she leapt aside, and it smacked the 
back wall firmly. 

While the broad jump mat was being set up, Ashley dashed over to where 
Kim was getting her residents ready for the event. 

“How am I doing?” Ashley gasped, regaining her breath from all the 
running and clowning. 
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“We have never had such excellent audience participation, and all the 
residents are doing better than they ever have before, and loving it! Thank 
you, Ashley! Can you keep it up for another hour?” 

“Sure, soon as I grab some lemonade!” 

As soon as the next event started, Ashley was right there with the jumpers, 
coaxing the spectators to explode with excitement as each person’s distance 
was called out. Most of the participants even clapped for themselves after 
each jump. 

When the handing out of trophies and ribbons began, Ashley knew that 
one more burst of excitement was needed, so she grabbed the first two who 
had just received their ribbons, took them by the hands and started a parade 
around the room. With her coaxing, others followed, and the trainers quickly 
saw what was happening and guided the rest into the parade as soon as they 
received their awards. Soon all seventy-three contestants were walking, 
hobbling, or wheeling around the room, waving their ribbons or holding up 
their trophies proudly. The audience cheered loudly and virtually every 
handicapped person was smiling. 

* 

During a tasty baked chicken dinner, which was prepared and served in 
the Armory’s huge dining room by the National Guardsmen who worked in 
the building, Ashley received several compliments for her facilitation efforts. 
She heard at least twice that they could not have gotten a better person for the 
job even if they had hired a professional. Ashley blushed with 
embarrassment. It had all come naturally and seemed so necessary. She 
hardly dared to imagine how boring the Special Olympics in previous years 
must have been if they didn’t have someone doing what she had done that 
day. 

After dinner, a solid two hours were consumed getting all the handicapped 
people showered and dressed for the dance that was being hosted for them 
that evening. Even as they did so, a squad of Guardsmen were doing what 
they could to transform the big assembly room into a dance hall. Ashley 
helped by looking for articles of clothing that had become misplaced, and just 
chatting with the residents about the excellent work they had done and how 
good their ribbons would look on the walls of their rooms. 
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When everyone was finally shuffled off to the dance, Ashley was at last 

able to change into the nicer clothes she had brought. 
* 

As she entered the make-shift dance hall, she was a little surprised by what 
she saw, but soon realized that she shouldn’t have been. Only very 
occasionally would an actual male-female couple step onto the dance floor 
and move to the music. Most of the mentally handicapped people were 
moving to the music in some manner, but it was usually by themselves, and in 
a way that Ashley wouldn’t have called dancing. Rocking, twitching, jerking, 
maybe, but not dancing. 

She quickly discovered that a great many of them were more fond of the 
refreshment table than anything else, and had to be discouraged by the 
trainers after they had consumed eight or ten cookies. Ashley smiled at those 
tending the table and selected a cookie to nibble on. 

When she noticed that Chad was not dancing, but just ambling around, or 
perching on the back of a chair tapping his feet to the music, Ashley was a 
little surprised. But she wasn’t completely mystified when she realized that he 
was looking at her quite a bit of the time. In the events that afternoon, he had 
seemed like just a normal fifteen-year-old boy running, jumping, and 
throwing the softball, and could have easily taken most of the trophies if he 
hadn’t been limited to only one. Her heart started to beat faster, and she 
wondered if volunteers were allowed to dance with residents. 

As she nibbled her cookie and chatted with the trainers and the talkative 
residents, she discovered that the only thing that was not allowed was dancing 
that did not include the handicapped. She soon found herself ambling in the 
area where Chad was sitting or standing. 

It happened quickly and suddenly. She was gazing off at the ‘dancers’ one 
moment, and the next thing she knew Chad had gently slipped his hand into 
hers. She looked into his smiling face. He was so quiet, so mysterious. But 
Ashley knew very well what he was making her feel. Her heart was pounding 
and her whole body was tingling with excitement. She returned his smile, and 
when he gave a slight tug with his hand toward the dance floor, she went 
without a second thought. 

Ashley was happy when the song that was just starting turned out to be a 
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slow one, and happier still when she discovered that Chad was perfectly able 
to dance slowly with a partner, even if his footwork wasn’t great. She didn’t 
mind — neither was hers. She laid her head against his chest as he slipped his 
arm around her and they began to move slowly to the music. Her heart 
throbbed and her mind reeled with fantasies of this handsome male hugging 
her, kissing her... loving her. 

When the song ended, she found that he did not automatically let go of 
her, as she would have expected, but stayed right there for the next song. She 
didn’t mind. Her hormones were flying higher than they ever had before and 
she was enjoying every moment of it. The song wasn’t quite as slow, but the 
rhythm worked for them, and she was starting to sense that Chad was 
breathing faster and his body was getting hotter. She was beginning to 
genuinely wish that they were alone. 

But they weren’t, and when the song ended and a third began, and still 
Chad held onto her, she started to get embarrassed. She enjoyed the dance, 
but as soon as it ended, she spoke for the first time since they had been on the 
dance floor. 

“T have to take a rest, Chad.” 

He smiled and walked her back to the sidelines. 

“Thank you, Chad. You’re a good dancer.” 

“You... too... Ashley,” he said in a voice that was just a little slower than 
normal. 

Ashley squeezed his hand one last time, and then slipped away toward the 
refreshment table, needing some time to breathe, some time to think, before 
the rush of emotions surging through her body completely overwhelmed her. 

With shaking hands she picked up a cup of punch and found a chair. The 
cold, sweet liquid tasted good against her hot, dry throat. She sipped as her 
mind spun with the realization that for the first time in her life she wanted a 
boy to love her, completely, without any reservations or limitations, without 
any care for the consequences. 

A minute later Sandy the trainer sat down in the next chair. 

“Hi, Ashley.” 

“Hi, Sandy,” she said after swallowing the mouthful of punch she had been 
letting trickle down her throat. 
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“Tll speak honestly to you, but it’s up to you to decide what to do with it.” 

Ashley looked at her with a puzzled expression. 

“From what I hear, Chad is an awesome lay. He can do it so good a girl 
will beg for more. But he’s also totally incapable of having even the simplest 
relationship with a girl after that.” 

As soon as she had finished speaking, Sandy rose and wandered over to 
the refreshment table, not looking back. 

Ashley was confused. She felt she wanted a boy, for the first time in her 
life, and she knew he wanted her. She was imagining doing things with him 
like walking hand in hand to the snack shop, meeting when she got out of the 
gym, going to dances together... and someone who knew him very well was 
telling her that he was incapable of a relationship beyond... having sex. A 
large part of her didn’t want to believe Sandy. She had to know for herself. 

Ashley almost spilled the rest of her punch as she hopped out of her chair, 
looking around for Chad as soon as she was on her feet. He wasn’t far away, 
and he was looking at her. Her heart went into high gear again as she walked 
quickly over to him. 

“Hi, Chad!” 

“Hi... Ashley!” 

The fact that he spoke slowly didn’t, in itself, bother Ashley. In fact, 
somehow it added to his attractiveness. Ashley remained hopeful that Sandy 
was wrong. 

“Chad, what kinds of things do you like to do in your spare time?” 

“Spare... time...? Read... magazines.” 

Ashley began to feel relieved. Although she had never been a quick reader, 
she enjoyed books and magazines, and would certainly want to share things 
she had learned with her boyfriend. 

“T get a gymnastics magazine. What kinds do you like?” 

“Naked... girl... magazines.” 

Her heart began to sink. But she had to know for sure, one way or the 
other. She couldn’t let any more time go by without knowing whether to love 
this boy... or to let him go. 

“Oh. Chad? Do you have lots of friends?” 

“Lots... Peggy... my friend.” 
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“What do you and Peggy do together?” 

“Me... and... Peggy...we... do it... in... the woods...” 

Ashley’s throat glued itself shut and her eyes quickly filled with tears. She 
dashed out of the dance hall without another word, into the cool night air of 
Pierre, South Dakota. 

* 

When Ashley finally returned to the Armory bunk room three hours later, 
the dance was over and the handicapped people had all been tucked into bed. 
Her eyes were dry now, but their lingering redness could not be hidden. Kim 
and Sandy both greeted her, but didn’t bother her about what had happened, 
and she was very glad. She quickly got ready for bed and crawled in. 

She didn’t know what time it was when he came to her — may two or three 
in the morning. He was as silent as anyone could be, and shook her to 
wakefulness so gently that she opened her eyes without making a sound. In 
the glow of a nearby nightlight, she could see him smiling at her. Everything 
that had passed between them flashed into her mind, and she knew this was 
the moment — the moment that he wanted, and the moment that she had 
briefly imagined she wanted. She could tiptoe out into the darkness and have 
her body loved by this beautiful hunk of a boy until she could stand the 
pleasure no longer. She wanted that, her body was screaming for it, 
threatening to exclude all reason. But her heart wanted to hold hands with 
him, walk to the snack bar, and talk about things that were happening in their 
lives. Her mind couldn’t separate the two images. 

Against the pull of all her throbbing desire, she told herself no. As soon as 
she made that decision, her hormones started to relax and let her think. She 
also knew she didn’t want to wake anyone and get Chad in trouble. So she just 
shook her head. She could see in the dim light that the smile fell from his 
face. He came closer, kissed her on the cheek, and then was gone, without a 
sound. 

Ashley lay awake for at least another hour, rolling around in her mind 
everything that had happened, wondering if she had made the right decision, 
wondering if he would come back, and wondering if a boy would ever offer to 
love her again. 

As dawn light began to fill the sky, she drifted into a restless sleep full of 
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dreams about wheelchairs, softballs, and pornographic magazines... 


When she woke again on that bright Sunday morning in early June, Kim 
and the trainers were already up sipping coffee, and some of the residents 
were starting to rouse. She stretched and sat up, silently affirming to herself 
that she didn’t want Chad to get in any trouble over what had happened. As 
soon as she stood up, she could see that Chad was still asleep several bunks 
down. 

“Good morning, Ashley!” Kim said. “Anything happen last night that you 
need help with?” 

“Um... no. Thanks, though.” Then her eyes moved to the table where 
beverages and boxes of donuts were arrayed. “Say, got any fruit juice?” 

For the rest of the morning, Ashley helped the trainers to prepare the 
residents for their day of sight-seeing around the state capital. She and Chad 
avoided each other. 

Before they left, the chairwoman of the organizing committee came by and 
personally thanked Ashley for helping to make that year’s Special Olympics 
the most exciting they had ever had, and asked if she would consider doing it 
again the following year. The Chairwoman looked uncomfortable, as if she 
didn’t really agree with what she was saying, but had been required by 
someone else to say it anyway. Ashley had to honestly say she didn’t know 
what she would be doing the following year. 

Their drive back to Rapid City took more than four hours as each resident 
seemed to need at least two potty stops. Kim figured it was all the punch at 
the dance, combined with a desire that the weekend last as long as possible. 

Ashley stayed for dinner at the Pine Street Group Home that evening for 
the last time, even though she knew it would completely go against her 
training diet. After dinner all of the residents gathered in the living room to 
say good-bye to their bouncing, tumbling, hooping and hollering volunteer. 

She shook hands with or hugged each of them, as they preferred. Chad 
was the last one. He stood there with a slight smile on his face, and Ashley 
realized that it was up to her to decide how they were going to part. Her heart 
beat heavily in her chest, but for a different reason than before. She was sad 
— not so much for her own personal loss, but sad that such an unbridgeable 
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gulf existed between them that made saying good-bye necessary. 

Finally she stepped up to him, took his hands in hers, and kissed him on 
the cheek. Without another word to anyone, she grabbed her pack and 
slipped out the front door before her eyes had a chance to reveal what she was 
feeling. 


x Ok OK 


Lyceum Quest 216 


Chapter 26: The Lucky One 


The afternoon summer sun streamed in through the dormer windows of 
Liberty’s bedroom as she thoughtfully packed clothes and a few other items 
into two large suitcases, occasionally referring to a checklist in one of the 
spiral-bound books from Lyceum. Suddenly she stopped, and a mischievous 
grin appeared on her face. She dashed out of her room and down the stairs. 

Bursting into the living room, she grabbed the phone and invoked one of 
the numbers stored in its memory. “Hi, Dad. I have a big favor to ask. Would 
it be okay if we went into Philly earlier tomorrow so I could have an hour or 
two to say good-bye to some old friends?” 

As she listened to his response, her excitement changed to 
disappointment. “Yes, Dad, I understand why you'd feel that way. And if you 
say no, I'll handle it... But some of them were good friends, and it would be in 
the middle of the day, and I just want to say good-bye, share a coke or 
something...” 

Her face brightened as she listened. “Yes, I promise. No running around... 
no alcohol... no drugs... no sex. Really, Daddy — I’m just about to do 
something I totally want to do, and I’m NOT going to blow it... Oh, thank 
you! I won’t let you down, I promise!” 

She hung up the telephone and dashed back upstairs to continue her 
packing. 

* 


The eighth of July dawned clear, promising a warm and eventful day for 
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Liberty. She was up early, feeding the horses for what she figured would be 
the last time in at least several weeks, maybe the last time forever. She 
lingered for a half hour longer than necessary to talk to her four-legged 
friends and make sure the barn was just the way she liked it. 

When she finally, with much reluctance, returned to the house, she poked 
around in her room, making sure all of her projects were in order. The 
finished doll house stood proudly on its own table. She had done a complete 
archive of her computer’s disk just the night before. Her art work was all 
neatly stored in portfolios, and her books were sorted, a box ready to be given 
to whatever charity Mr. Neils chose on his next trip to town. She dragged first 
one suitcase downstairs, then the other, and set them beside the front door. 

Mr. Neils was standing at his desk in the living room, looking over his list 
of things to do for the day. “Your father should be here any minute.” 

Liberty walked over and stood before him with her head bowed. 

“What’s the matter, girl? Second thoughts?” 

“No. Guilty feelings.” 

“What about, young one?” 

“About finding a place when it was really your job...” she said, and then 
continued a moment later with an even sadder look on her face, “and... about 
leaving you and the horses...” 

“Oh, don’t worry yourself a moment over who did what. I’m just very 
happy you did find a place, and I’m very proud of you for having the courage 
to try a place that... how do I say this... wouldn’t have been your first choice a 
year ago.” 

“You're right about that!” 

“The horses and I will be just fine, too. In fact, I will have to get to know 
them again!” 

“No hard feelings?” 

“None. And don’t forget — Ill still be looking into places for you in case 
this doesn’t work out.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Neils!” she said, and hugged him tightly. 

A moment later they heard a car pull in through the gravel and honk as it 
came to a stop. 

“There’s your father. All packed?” 
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She released the caretaker, but at that moment her voice wouldn’t work 

and her eyes threatened to do the same, so she just nodded. 
* 

Liberty said little during the drive to Philadelphia. It was the reverse of 
the journey she had made more than a year before, but now she was saying 
good-bye to the horses, the cows, the hills and gravel roads, and the small 
towns with their little grocery stores and pinball machines. She held mixed 
feeling about the expressways and cities she was heading toward. 

They arrived at the Buchanan’s Philadelphia apartment in the early 
afternoon, with three hours to spare before they had to leave for the airport. 
Her father had things to do, but made her repeat the promises she had made 
to him on the telephone. 

Liberty remembered with mixed humor and sadness the clothes she had 
selected the last time she had left the apartment for the streets. This time she 
wore an almost new pair of blue jeans and a long sleeved blouse, and took 
along a small shoulder purse. She exchanged pleasantries with Matthew the 
doorman, and strode out onto the streets of downtown Philadelphia. 

She hadn’t gone too many blocks when she turned into a small cafe, 
surveyed the familiar room, and noticed a few more patches on the old vinyl 
booths along one side. The cook, a boy of about eighteen, was cleaning the 
grill behind the counter and hadn’t seen her come in. The only customers 
were four teenagers in the last booth, who had their heads low in conversation 
and giggling. She hopped onto a stool at the counter. 

“Hi, Jimmy!” she said in a confident, but slightly guarded tone. 

He turned. “Oh, my God! Liberty! Hey guys! Lib’s back!” 

The four youth immediately came over and surrounded Liberty at the 
counter. 

“Liberty! Where have you been?” one boy asked. 

“Hi, Ben,” she said with longing showing in her voice and eyes. 

One of the girls immediately put her arm around Ben. “You’ve been gone a 
long time, Lib. Things have changed.” 

“Yeah, I can see that. Hey, it’s... as it should be,” she said as she resigned 
herself to the new situation. “Can I buy you guys burgers?” 

“Rad! Thanks, Lib!” the younger girl said. 
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“Dad’s money again?” Ben teased with a smile on his face. 

“T earned it this time. Blisters to prove it,” she said, holding up a palm for 
all to see. 

“You? Earned money? By working? You have changed!” the other boy 
said. 

“Maybe. You guys hungry or not?” 

“Sure!” Ben said. 

“Five deluxe burger baskets, coming up!” the cook said and turned toward 
the grill. 

The quiet boy brought out a hand-rolled joint. “A smoke for old times?” 

“Um... no thanks,” Liberty said. “But you guys go ahead, okay?” 

“Jesus, Lib, are you going prudish on us?” the cook said over his shoulder. 

“IT don’t know what I’m doing right now, Jimmy. I’m looking into some 
new options, thinking about what I want to be, letting go of some things I 
don’t need anymore...” 

* 

The burger baskets were tasty, but the conversation was guarded for the 
remainder of Liberty’s visit with her old friends. As much as she had planned 
on not doing so, she found herself motivated to share a few things about 
Lyceum, as the younger girl seemed genuinely interested in the changes 
Liberty was going through, and Liberty noticed that the girl wasn’t completely 
comfortable with her current circle of friends. And anyway, she could tell the 
things she said went right over the heads of the others. 

She said good-bye after about an hour, and used the rest of her time in 
Philadelphia to visit a few other places that had been dear to her — parks 
where she had played when younger, malls that she had frequented, back 
alleys where she had crept up fire escapes to forbidden parties. She didn’t run 
into anyone else she knew. That was okay. 

* 

Liberty was no stranger to airports and jet airliners, as she had already 
traveled to a number of destinations in North America and Europe by air, 
although many of those trips had been before she was old enough to 
remember much. She was in a quiet but happy mood as she and her father 
drove the eight miles south to the airport, and she waited with their suitcases 
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just inside Terminal A as he parked the car in one of the long-term lots. 

Even though Philadelphia International Airport was by no means a 
popular destination of international travelers, there was just enough of the 
cosmopolitan feel to excite Liberty: foreign languages being spoken, colorful 
dress from other countries, foreign words on luggage tags, international 
souvenirs and newspapers. Liberty could pride herself on being able to read 
quite a few words of French, German, and Spanish, but she had not yet felt 
motivated to become fluent in any of them. 

As soon as her father had confirmed their first-class seats to Portland, she 
found a phone booth and called one of Lyceum’s numbers. 

“Hi! This is Liberty Buchanan. You guys are expecting me and my dad 
this evening, and I have a flight number now... Yep, at Portland 
International... It’s flight 438, and it should get there about seven o’clock... 
Really? How come?... Okay. Thanks, Brother Paul... Bye!” 

She spent a few minutes in the gift shop, and couldn’t resist a small but 
very skillfully made porcelain horse. It looked almost exactly like Chelsea, 
and was mounted on a hardwood base with Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
engraved on a little brass plate. She made sure it came with a box in which it 
would be well padded, and she had just enough room in one of her suitcases 
to squeeze it in. 

Father and daughter rolled their luggage to the baggage check counter, 
and then realized they had time for a light snack in the restaurant. Liberty 
ordered a seafood salad. Mr. Neils was a meat and potatoes man, and she had 
seldom had fish of any kind during her year at the country house. 

“So, how was your visit with your friends?” her father inquired as he 
doctored his tea. 

“Kind of... unexpected. They had changed, but... I think I had changed 
even more then them. It was a little unnerving.” 

“That can happen when you haven’t seen people for awhile. Any trouble?” 

“Nope. I thought I was going to have a hard time resisting, you know, a 
little sack time with Ben. But now Kyra’s all wrapped around him. They look 
happy. Temptation avoided.” 

“Some temptations... are better just avoided.” 

“Yeah. By the way, when I gave Lyceum our flight number, the guy on the 
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phone, I think his name was Brother Paul, said we were lucky, but he wouldn’t 
say why.” 

“Hmm. We'll just have to wait and see, I guess.” 

* 

Their flight left shortly after six o’clock, and dinner was soon being served. 
Liberty still enjoyed the little plastic compartmentalized trays that the dinners 
came in, even as she had treasured them when she was younger. She had 
selected another seafood item, which came smothered in a tasty pineapple 
sauce, and served with steamed broccoli florets, rice pilaf, and a crumb 
covered fruit dessert. She savored each bite, not so much because the food 
was finer than what she was used to, but because she knew that a part of her 
life was quickly passing away, as quickly as the miles were passing beneath the 
huge jetliner. 

After dinner she read everything interesting in the travel magazine that 
was provided, spent an hour in the first class lounge sipping soft drinks and 
playing cards with some young executive types who obviously would have 
loved to get to know her in more private circumstances, and finally relaxed in 
her seat to watch the Rocky Mountains pass by beneath them and browse 
through her Lyceum books. 

The weather was clear and the sun had already set in front of them as the 
jet lined up with the long runway beside the Columbia River near Portland, 
Oregon. 

As soon as they emerged from the boarding tunnel, Liberty spotted a lady 
holding a sign with the Lyceum symbol and her own name printed clearly on 
it in large letters. “Look, Dad!” she said, pointing out the lady to him. 

“That must be our ride,” he said. 

Liberty dashed up to the middle-aged lady, who was dressed in a uniform 
of some kind with patches on the shoulders and chest. “I’m Liberty 
Buchanan!” 

“Hello Liberty! I’m Sister Erica. And you must be Michael?” she said, 
greeting the senator. 

“Yes, although I must admit I’m not very used to people using my first 
name,” he said while shaking hands. 

“No disrespect implied, it’s just that we’re in the habit of leaving the 
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announcement of last names and titles to the person who owns them, 
especially in public places, so that privacy is maintained to whatever degree is 
desired.” 

“Thank you, I appreciate that,” he said as they walked toward the baggage 
claim area. 

Father and daughter collected their suitcases and Sister Erica started to 
lead them toward an escalator. 

“Tsn’t the exit that way?” the senator asked. 

“Yes, but you were lucky enough to arrive at a time when we could put you 
on our helicopter schedule.” 

“So that’s what Brother Paul meant!” Liberty speculated as they headed 
toward E Concourse. 

“Do you have any other business in the Portland area?” Sister Erica asked. 

“Just a flight to Tokyo tomorrow evening,” Senator Buchanan said. 

After a few minutes, they approached Gate E-16, which had a small waiting 
area of its own. Liberty could see that there were just two people there, a 
young man wearing a uniform like Sister Erica’s, and an older man of about 
sixty. Everything was dark outside the glass walls. 

Sister Erica introduced the man in the uniform as Brother Kyle, and the 
older man as Brother Al. 

“Brother Al... I think I know you,” the senator said. “Yes, you’ve testified 
before my committee. Dr. Albert Radcliff! How are you?” 

They shook hands heartily. “Senator Michael Buchanan! It’s been years. 
How are things on the hill?” 

As the two older men renewed their acquaintance, Liberty gathered that 
Dr. Radcliff was a scientist involved in genetic mapping. A minute later an 
airport operations lady arrived and unlocked the heavy door that led outside. 

“Tll go warm up,” Brother Kyle said to his fellow pilot. He slipped out the 
door into the dark, and a moment later bright lights flooded the entire landing 
pad, revealing Brother Kyle approaching a gleaming white single-rotor 
passenger helicopter. Liberty pressed her face to the glass to see better. 

The helicopter was a beautiful sight to her, perched there on the pad like a 
hungry raptor ready to leap into the air. Suddenly the words to an old song 
came to her, one she had always liked... 
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Like a wild bird of prey, like a thief in the night, 

You can take what you want, and you don’t think twice... 

A minute or so after Brother Kyle had disappeared into the helicopter, 
Liberty could faintly hear its engines start, first one, then the other. 

“Our bird is just about ready, gentlemen,” Sister Erica announced. 

Liberty and her father rolled their suitcases out the door while he and the 
scientist continued their conversation. 

“Yes, funding at Lyceum is an interesting, and sometimes even mysterious, 
topic. I’ve got an excellent example for you...” He interrupted his explanation 
to climb into the open side passenger door of the helicopter. Liberty and her 
father followed. There were four rows of three seats in the rear of the bird, 
and Liberty took a seat in the very front row so she could see everything the 
pilots were doing. When the lady pilot had finally entered and secured the 
sliding door, the sound of the engines was reduced to a low hum. 

“All passengers inside,” she said as she slipped into the seat beside Brother 
Kyle. 

“Tower, this is Ranger K371 on pad E-16, requesting permission for rotor 
start,” Brother Kyle said into his headset. 

“K371, your area is clear for rotor start,” a voice came through a speaker. 

Liberty could hear the jet engines over her head slow as the pilot engaged 
the eighty foot diameter rotor blades. 

Sister Erica picked up a microphone. “Good evening, everyone, and 
welcome to the Pacific Northwest. We will be making one stop in downtown 
Portland before proceeding to Lyceum. There is no smoking in flight, but I 
have a variety of snacks, beverages, and air sickness remedies should anyone 
desire them. A restroom is located in the rear of the cabin.” 

“So as I was saying,” the scientist continued his explanation to the senator 
in the row of seats behind Liberty, “the last time I was out at Lyceum, I picked 
up this idea. It wasn’t just any idea. It was the kind of idea that can give birth 
to a whole new field of study. Lyceum is like that. There are so many good 
minds that float in and out of there that really good ideas just sort of spring 
into being!” 

“Tower, this is Ranger K371, ready for departure from pad E-16, heading 
two-two-five,” Brother Kyle said as the rotor blades whirled faster and faster. 
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“K371, you are clear for departure,” the speaker said. 

“My indicators are all green,” the pilot said. 

Sister Erica looked out her right side window, looked back at her 
passengers, and checked a small computer screen in front of her. “Co-pilot 
concurs.” 

Liberty could feel her heart beating faster as the helicopter gently lifted off 
the ground, higher and higher until it was a good two hundred feet up, and 
then turned slowly until it faced southwest. She could see the tall buildings of 
Portland, several miles away, still glowing in the orange sunset light that 
lingered in the sky. Another verse from the song came to her. 

Her soul was strong, her heart was tough, 

And when she felt... she had enough, 

She tore herself... away. 

The giant bird leaned forward and began to move toward the tall 
buildings. 

“_..so I took that idea I had picked up,” Dr. Albert Radcliff continued, “put 
about fifty thousand into developing it and working a few bugs out, and then 
sold it to Jackson Laboratories for a quarter million.” 

“How fast can it go?” Liberty asked the co-pilot. 

“About two hundred, but we’re only allowed to go fifty over the city. 
Would you like a fruit juice or something?” 

“Sure!” 

Sister Erica reached into a little refrigerator at her feet and pulled out a 
small ice-cold can for Liberty. 

Dr. Radcliff went on. “I’m going to relax for a few days, recharge my 
batteries, teach a class, and leave a check for about fifty thousand, maybe 
more if they have something in the Art Gallery that catches my eye, which, I 
must say, they usually do.” 

The buildings of downtown Portland were rapidly getting nearer. 

“So you guys are both members of Lyceum, and you fly helicopters for your 
work assignment?” Liberty asked. 

“Yeah, mostly. But nobody at Lyceum does the same thing all the time. I 
also do some childcare and some waitressing.” Then she called back to her 
other passengers. “Senator, Doctor, can I get you anything?” 
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“Nothing for me, thank you,” Senator Buchanan said. 

“Crackers, please,” Dr. Radcliff said, and was handed a basket containing 
an assortment of individually wrapped items. 

Sister Erica picked up her microphone. “Please check your seat belts. We 
are about to land.” 

“Where?” Liberty asked with some concern in her voice. 

“Top of a building,” Sister Erica said. 

Liberty could hear Brother Kyle speaking into his headset. “Interstate 
Tower, this is Ranger K371, request brief landing for passenger pick-up.” 

A female voice responded. “You're clear, Lyceum, as long as you're off by 
eight o’clock. Two of your people are here waiting.” 

“See it? The one with the circle of lights on top,” the co-pilot said to 
Liberty, pointing at one of the tallest buildings. 

“Yes! Is it hard to land on a building?” 

“No. But there are a lot more rules to follow when flying through the city. 
We're in a twenty-five zone right now, and we have to stay at certain altitudes. 

It was almost dark as the pilot gently set the helicopter down in the middle 
of the circle of lights. The rotor blades stopped, but the jet engines continued 
to hum. Sister Erica opened the passenger door as a man and a woman 
emerged from the building and headed toward them. They climbed in and 
took seats in the third row back. 

As soon as Sister Erica had closed the door, the rotor was again engaged. 
“Liberty, Michael, Brother Al, this is Sister Keiko...” The Korean woman 
shook hands with the two visitors and the non-resident member. “And this is 
Brother Daniel.” The black man shook hands all around. Liberty noticed that 
both were dressed as if they had just come from executive board meetings. 

The helicopter again rose high above the city, and then continued its 
journey southward. 

‘Cause the world’s in your hand, you got all you want, 

and you won't change a thing, you're the lucky one... 

Liberty could now see millions of city lights gleaming below them. She 
had always loved how cities looked at night from an airplane taking off or 
landing. From that distance, you couldn’t see any of the dirt, any of the 
ugliness — just the gleaming jewels and pearls of the city’s lights. Her father 
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and the scientist had even fallen silent as they watched the spectacle below. 

“We'll soon leave the speed limits behind, and Kyle will show you what she 
can do. With the permission of our other passengers, of course.” 

“Is two hundred miles per hour okay with you, Dad?” Liberty asked. 

“Fine. How about you, Al?” 

“Stomach’s in good shape. You only live once.” 

“T already know that Keiko and Daniel love it,” Sister Erica said. “You have 
everyone’s permission to put the pedal to the metal, Kyle.” 

“Tm coming up to the line,” he said. “Radar is negative.” 

Soon the giant bird began to tilt forward more and more, as Brother Kyle 
increased the angle of attack of the huge rotor and drove the jet engines to a 
higher level of output. Sister Erica kept a watch on Brother Al as the pilot 
called out one hundred, one hundred fifty, and finally two hundred miles per 
hour. The ground was moving rapidly by about a thousand feet below them, 
but the lights were thinning out as they quickly left the metropolitan area. 

“Where did you guys learn to fly?” Liberty asked over the increased sound 
of the jet engines. 

“T learned in the Air Force, but Kyle learned at Lyceum. We have complete 
pilot and aircraft maintenance training. Would you like to learn to fly?” 

Liberty was dumbfounded. It had come like a splash of cold water on a hot 
day, like a boy you have secretly liked for years finally announcing out of the 
blue that he also liked you. “Umm. Gosh. Umm... yeah!” 

You can break away, or you can stay. 

You choose your life, youre free to fly. 

Go on and fly... 

“I have to slow down now before we get to Texas!” Brother Kyle 
announced. 

“Awww!” the two members in the back expressed light-hearted 
disappointment. 

Liberty cringed at the innocent mention of Texas, knowing she would be 
going there if Lyceum didn’t work out. 

“We're over the foothills of the Cascades now,” Sister Erica said. “Lyceum 
is just slightly above two thousand feet elevation. She’ll be coming up in just a 
minute.” 
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“Is it hard to fly in the dark?” Liberty asked as the last light of evening 
faded. 

“It’s different. Were both instrument rated. All of our pilots are 
eventually. There she is!” 

The senator moved up beside Liberty so that he could see better. 
Surrounded by a sea of almost complete darkness, Lyceum suddenly sparkled 
like a box of jewels. The glass walls of many of the buildings and walkways 
glowed from within, and all the outdoor walks and gardens twinkled with 
thousands of lights. The entire surface of the Main Plaza was illuminated and 
people could be seen out enjoying the warm evening. 

“What’s that?” Liberty asked and pointed to an area of thin winding 
pathways. 

“One of the theme gardens... the European Garden I think.” 

“And over there?” she asked, pointing to a lighted space where people and 
animals were wandering around, surrounded by old-fashioned log buildings. 

“That’s the petting zoo. Do you like animals?” 

“Horses.” 

“K371 to base, request permission to land,” Brother Kyle said. 

“Port one is clear for you, White Raven. Wind is close to zero.” 

Liberty could see that they were approaching a lighted circular landing pad 
that was actually inside a huge roofless building. Two other adjacent 
buildings were similar but had domed roofs covering them. 

A moment later they were directly above the port building and Liberty 
could no longer see it. The helicopter lowered itself slowly until the upper 
walls of the building became visible to the passengers, then the control room 
window where a black-haired lady wearing a headset could be seen at a 
control panel, and finally the glass doors to a comfortable indoor waiting area 
where several people watched as the huge machine touched down. 

Liberty felt the helicopter touch the ground, and heard the rotor 
disengage. Sister Erica made sure that everyone had their carry-on luggage, 
and a little while later the rotor came to a complete stop and the jet engines 
fell silent. 

Life is a dream, the lucky one... 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 27: Behind the Scenes 


As soon as Liberty and her father stepped through the glass doors into the 
Heliport’s waiting room, a tall, golden-haired lady of about thirty stepped up 
to them with hand extended. A girl with long, wavy red hair, who looked to 
Liberty to be just a little older than herself, was beside the tall lady. 

“Hello! I’m Sister Nancy. How are you, Liberty?” she said, clasping 
Liberty’s hand warmly. 

“Fantastic!” Liberty said. “This is my dad, Michael.” 

“Greetings, Senator! How was your flight?” She said with a smile and 
shook his hand. Liberty could tell that her father immediately liked the lady. 

“It was very pleasant! This place of yours is even more beautiful than the 
literature portrays, if that’s possible.” 

“We try to keep it in good shape. This is Sister Brenda. She has offered to 
be Liberty’s guide and companion if you decide she should stay. Brenda just 
turned sixteen and is studying medicine.” 

“Hi!” Liberty said to the slightly older girl. 

“Hi, Liberty! We were thinking you guys might like to catch a bite in the 
dining room before it closes...” Brenda said. 

“Could we, Dad?” Liberty pleaded. 

“This is only your third dinner, Liberty!” he pointed out. 

“T only had a salad the first time, and a miniature airline dinner the second 
time!” 

The two Lyceum members laughed. 
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“You can order light portions if you want, or just a salad, or maybe just 
look at the dessert tray,” Sister Nancy said. “I know that when I have jet lag 
coming westward, I’m very tired the first evening, so I didn’t want to schedule 
anything important until tomorrow.” 

“I feel ready for the evening!” Liberty said, grinning at Brenda. 

“Youre fifteen. I feel like a hot bath!” the senator said. 

“T believe there’s a hot tub in your room,” Nancy said. 

“Well, well, another example of Lyceum hospitality?” 

“Come on, Dad, let’s check out the dining room first!” 

“Okay. Something sweet sounds nice. Have our bags been taken care of?” 

“They’re already in your room.” 

As Nancy and Brenda guided their guests along the carpeted, glass walled 
corridor away from the Heliport, Liberty listened to the two adults talking 
about their schedule for the following day. She already felt comfortable with 
the lady with whom she had been corresponding, and remembered with 
humor her earlier mental image of Sister Nancy. And she had a hunch Brenda 
was going to be a fun companion. They passed through the lobby of the 
Lyceum Lodge, where a number of people were relaxing or talking, and turned 
down a corridor that promised to take them to the Dining Hall. 

Liberty realized that tomorrow would be a busy and important day, as her 
father would be deciding if he was going to let her stay to get to know the 
place and possibly be evaluated for membership, or if she would have to 
continue on to Tokyo with him... and then go to Texas for an evaluation at a 
place that looked more like a prison than anything else. 

When they arrived at the entrance to the Garden Dining Room, Liberty 
could see the vast cafeteria where only a few people were eating at that hour. 
Sister Nancy introduced them to the hostess, and then excused herself to 
make the arrangements necessary for their tours and other activities on the 
following day. 

“Are you gonna eat with us?” Liberty asked Brenda. 

“Yep! I even skipped dinner so I’d be hungry. There’s German food 
tonight!” 

“Yum!” Liberty said as they were shown to their booth. Then she spied the 
garden full of miniatures outside the large windows. “Oh, look Dad! Isn’t it 
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beautiful?” 

“See the inn in the little town down by the river? I made it,” Brenda said 
proudly. “It was sort of a trial project to see if I wanted to go into surgery or 
not.” 

Liberty chuckled. The waitress arrived and they looked at their menus. 
The senator just ordered a bowl of leber knoodle soup and a glass of 
Leibfraumilch, with the option of seeing the dessert tray later. The girls both 
ordered light portions of the bratwurst dinner, a bottle of chilled sparkling 
grape juice, and the certainty of seeing the dessert tray. 

“So what are we doing tonight?” Liberty asked her guide as they sipped on 
their tart, bubbly drinks. 

“I thought I'd give you a behind-the-scenes peek at things that aren’t on 
the regular tour tomorrow. I hope you brought a bathing suit. There’s tons of 
things to do, but if you want to stay up past midnight, you’re on your own. I 
go to work at four in the morning.” 

“Four! What do you do?” 

“Baking. There might be some of the torte left that I made this morning.” 

“That’s what I'll have if there’s some,” Liberty said. 

“T get off work at about eight so I can have breakfast with you tomorrow 
and then I’m free for the rest of the day.” 

Their food arrived, and they all fell silent as they sampled all the items on 
their plates. 

“Excellent leber knoodle,” Senator Buchanan said. 

“T’ve always liked bratwurst, but this is really good!” Liberty said. 

“Brother Wilhelm simmers it in ale for about an hour,” Brenda said. “He 
loves it when he gets to cook — he struts around the kitchen speaking German 
and singing old marching songs. All the German language students sign up to 
help him.” 

“Everyone here studies foreign languages, isn’t that right?” the senator 
asked, sipping his wine. 

“Yes,” Brenda said. 

“What do you speak?” Liberty asked. 

“Latin, of all things!” she said with a chuckle. “I figured it would help with 
my medical studies. But I’m learning Arabic now also. At least that’s not a 
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dead language. I think by next year I'll be ready to go over to the Middle East 
somewhere and do a residency. I want to speak the language well enough so I 
can study medicine at the same time. Isn’t this sauerkraut flavorful?” 

“Yeah. Not just sour, like the kind you get in a can,” Liberty agreed. 

Not much later they finished their food and requested the dessert tray. 
Brenda’s twelve layer torte looked delicious, and luckily there were three 
pieces left. 

As they were eating their dessert, with constant compliments to the baker, 
Sister Nancy showed up to guide Senator Buchanan to his room. He pulled 
out a credit card to pay for the meal, but was informed that they were guests 
and so everything was covered. Before the adults and the young people 
parted, they all agreed to meet for breakfast at 8:30 the following morning. 

“There’s an interesting exhibit in the Art Gallery if you’d care to glance at 
it...” Sister Nancy said as she and the senator headed out of the dining room 
together. 

“That sounds nice,” Michael Buchanan said. 

As soon as the adults were out of ear shot, Liberty whispered to Brenda, 
“Is she married?” 

“Nope!” Brenda replied with a wink, and they both giggled. 

“What shall we do first?” 

“You like good music systems and light shows?” 

“Sure!” 

“Come on!” 

* 

Brenda led Liberty to the Main Lobby where about a hundred people were 
talking and relaxing, and poked her head into the Information Center. “Hi, 
Brother Fred. I’m going to run a demo for Liberty in the Temple if no one’s in 
there.” 

The large black man rolled his chair to a computer terminal and touched a 
few keys. “Nothing scheduled, and she’s empty.” 

“Great. Thanks! See you in molecular biology!” 

As they crossed the huge lobby, Liberty was looking all around. “This 
room is totally awesome. You could just sit somewhere and pretend to read a 
book and listen to all kinds of conversations in different languages!” She 
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gazed up at the sculptured fountain in the middle of the room as they passed. 
“Fantastic! Who made it?” 

“It’s on your tour tomorrow. Come on!” 

They passed down a dimly lit corridor, through a small lobby, along 
another corridor, and into the lobby that surrounded the Lyceum Ecumenical 
Temple. A little ways around its circumference Brenda brought them to a 
door labeled Control Room, where she tapped a number into the lock’s 
keypad and pulled the door open. They climbed a steep, narrow stair, and 
Liberty counted thirty-six steps before they finally emerged on the balcony 
high above the floor of the Temple. Liberty peered over the railing at the giant 
amphitheater below, now dimly lit by walkway lights alone. Brenda stepped 
up to the complex control panel. 

“T don’t know a lot about this thing, but there are some demo programs 
they show people who want to put on an event here. Let me see... Solemn 
Religious Service, no, Funeral Service, no, Popular Music Festival... that’s the 
one we want. Want to pick a disk?” 

Liberty peered at the diverse collection of music disks in a rack beside the 
control console. “This one!” 

“Yes!” Brenda said. “One of my favorites too!” She slipped the disk into its 
drive and typed some commands on the console to invoke the demo program. 
As soon as the lights dimmed and the music began, she turned around to say 
something to Liberty, but Liberty was gone. She walked the entire 
circumference of the balcony, but still no sign of Liberty. Wondering what to 
do, she stepped to the balcony railing. 

By that time the song was well into its first verse, the spotlights directed at 
the floor of the theater were pulsing different colors, and the beams directed 
at the ceiling were spinning in circles, all timed to the rhythm and color- 
coordinated with the pitch of the music. There, far below, was Liberty, 
dancing to the music in a creative free-form style on the circular floor at the 
bottom of the Temple. Brenda smiled and watched. 

As the song reached its final crescendo, the lights whirled along with 
Liberty, and at the song’s abrupt ending, the vast auditorium suddenly 
returned to the near darkness of tread lights and exit signs. Brenda clapped 
excitedly as Liberty lay on her back and gazed up at the dark ceiling high 
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above her. 

“Where did you learn to dance like that?” Brenda called down to Liberty. 

“NOT at North Philadelphia Girls Academy, Ill tell you that much!” 

“Ts that somewhere you went to school?” 

“One of many places.” 

“Tll come down.” 

Brenda shut off the control console and bounded down the thirty-six steps, 
then down another twenty, and emerged from the access tunnel right at the 
bottom of the Temple where Liberty still lay on her back. 

“You don’t know how much being here means to me,” Liberty said. “All 
my life I’ve been bounced into and out of one school after another, one camp 
after another. They always say they know how smart I am, but I broke too 
many rules, so I have to go.” 

“Well, if your dad likes the place and lets you stay, you'll have two weeks to 
get to know Lyceum before evaluation week starts.” 

“Great, I guess. But I can almost feel myself starting to worry because I'll 
probably blow this too. Dancing in the Temple is probably against the rules, 
or something else I'll probably do pretty soon.” 

“Dancing in the Temple is NOT against the rules! We do it all the time. 
There are rules here, but they’re different than other places.” 

“Different how?” Liberty asked with suspicion. 

“Our rules are general concepts that we figure out how to follow by 
applying our intelligence.” 

“Example?” 

“Okay. A general concept at Lyceum is complete respect of all persons 
unless you have a very good reason not to. What if someone had been in here 
praying or meditating when we arrived?” 

“Easy,” Liberty said. “We would have played music and danced another 
time.” 

“Easy if you have enough gray matter to figure out how to apply a general 
concept. Lots of people don’t. You'll do fine.” 

“You really think so?” 

“Yeah. Want to go dip into a hot pool way out in the woods?” 

“Can we really?” Liberty said, sitting up. “But I don’t want to bother my 
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dad, in case he and Sister Nancy have something going, and my bathing suit’s 
in my luggage...” 

“No problem. I’ll lend you one of mine!” 

“Okay!” 

They dashed out of the Ecumenical Temple back the way they had come, 
through the Residential Lobby and out along an outdoor path to the residence 
hall named Terrabithia and up two flights of steps to Brenda’s room. 

“So this is where you guys live? Neat!” Liberty said as Brenda led her into 
her cozy studio apartment. It contained a mixture of adolescent decorations 
and medical student resources, with a few cookbooks thrown in for good 
measure. 

“Catch!” Brenda said, tossing Liberty a bathing suit. “And here’s a bath 
robe to go over it. There are eight other residence halls too, and they’re 
almost full, but about a hundred people are moving to Georgia next year, and 
another hundred to Switzerland the year after that.” 

“That’s right! I remember reading about all the campuses you guys have 
planned all over the world.” 

“T think there’s supposed to be at least one on each continent in about ten 
more years. Except Antarctica. There’s an empty single room right next to 
mine that you get to use if your dad lets you stay.” 

“Hey, fantastic! That’s almost like being roommates!” 

“Yeah! You can get up at 3:30 in the morning and help me bake!” 

“Fat chance! Well... maybe, if there’s coffee going.” 

“There is. And I only do it three days a week. Ready?” 

“Completely!” 

The two robed girls returned to the Residential Lobby, and then Brenda 
guided them onto a paved path that led off into the woods. Small walkway 
lights close to the ground lit their way, and several times Liberty noticed 
painted animals, gnomes, mushrooms, and little houses built into tree trunks 
and stumps, many of which had lights on inside. 

“I love it!” Liberty said. “It’s almost like being in the Hundred Acre 
Wood!” 

“We have fun with things like that here. This is Brother Daniel’s garden. 
He loves gnomes and things.” Then she switched to a whisper and said, “Shh! 
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Someone’s coming.” 

Liberty looked and listened. Somewhere, way down the path, soft 
footsteps were coming their way. “Let’s hide!” she whispered. 

Brenda looked around, spotted a thick bush they could get behind without 
going through the fantasy garden, and pointed toward it. Liberty nodded. 
Quiet as mice they crept behind the bush. 

For the next minute not a sound could be heard anywhere around except 
the approaching footfalls. Liberty found herself almost holding her breath. 
The footsteps got closer and closer, and then just as a tall figure was passing 
their bush, it stopped. 

“Good evening, ladies,” a deep female voice said. “I left the heater on for 
you. Dance and bake well!” And with those words the tall, robed figure 
continued on down the path toward the residence halls. 

“How did she know we were here?” Liberty whispered. 

“That was Sister Rachael. Sister Rachael always knows lots of things that 
no one else knows.” 

“She might have heard us talking, and recognized your voice, but how 
could she know I danced?” 

“Who knows!” 

The duo crept back to the path and completed their walk. When they 
arrived in the clearing, Liberty was surprised to find a beautiful fairy tale 
garden of lily ponds, cobblestone walkways, little fountains that trickled into 
the ponds, and in the middle of it all, a hot pool built into the ground under a 
gazebo. Everything was softly lighted, and a gentle steam rose from the pool. 

“Wow! You guys really do go in for magical places!” 

“Uh huh. This is Sister Patricia’s baby. We get reservations for it all the 
time, and so the members only get to use it about once a week. You hit the 
right day!” 

Liberty looked at the ponds between her and the gazebo, with comets and 
koi darting about beneath the water, and a frown appeared on her face. “How 
do we get to it?” 

“That’s the fun part. Follow me!” 

On one side of the garden there were picnic tables and barbecues under 
mossy wooden roofs that almost looked like part of the forest. Near those, 
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Brenda led Liberty onto a stone and concrete path that wound its way out into 
the ponds, its top just an inch or two above the water. It didn’t go straight to 
the gazebo, but wandered amongst the lily pads and fountains and almost 
completely encircled the garden before it finally allowed the girls to reach 
their destination. 

Around the gazebo numerous kinds of vines climbed up trellises and poles 
so that the bathers within had almost complete privacy. The hot pool was a 
good ten feet across, and the crystal clear water glowed from an unseen blue 
lamp somewhere under the water. Bubbles rose in the middle and the water 
swirled very gently clockwise. Liberty knelt down and stuck her hand in. 

“Perfect!” she said. 

“Thermostatically controlled. I’ve helped clean it several times,” Brenda 
said, hanging her bath robe on a peg. Liberty did the same, and they were 
soon neck deep in the relaxing water. 

“Mmmm. I'll sleep here,” Liberty said. 

“Heater and lights go off at midnight,” Brenda informed her with a grin. 
“Unless you reserve it, of course.” 

“What does it cost if you’re not a member?” 

“Somewhere between a hundred and a thousand bucks a day, as I 
remember.” 

Liberty whistled. 

“But the thousand-bucks-a-day group also got some catering and other 
stuff. I baked for it and helped serve. It was really fun. They were all dressed 
up in Greek or Roman robes, and all the members who helped wore ballet 
dancing stuff that made us look like little fairies!” 

“Neat! I sure hope I get to do things like that!” Liberty said. Just then a 
huge yawn escaped her. 

Brenda giggled. “Getting ready for bed?” 

“The magic water did it to me!” 

It wasn’t long before they pulled themselves out of the bubbling water and 
talked or giggled about many things on their way back to the residence halls. 
By that time it was nearly midnight, and Brenda guided Liberty to the Lyceum 
Lodge, passing few people in the lobbies and corridors. They parted at the 
door, with Liberty promising to try and join Brenda in the kitchen at four 
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o’clock the following morning. 

As Liberty stepped inside, she discovered that the lodge room called 
Vesuvius was decorated in a relaxing southern Italian style with bunches of 
grapes hanging from decorative lattices and a mural of the massive volcano 
itself. A hot tub sat on a deck under the mural, and a big bowl of fruit and 
baskets of other snacks were neatly arranged in the middle of the large dining 
table. Liberty poked her head into the sleeping room and saw that her father 
was fast asleep in one of the double beds. She grabbed a kiwi from the bowl 
and plopped onto the plush couch. 

The day’s events replayed themselves in her mind even as she started to 
yawn — the country house and saying good-bye to Mr. Neils, the drive to 
Philadelphia, visiting old friends and places, the airport and the flight, the 
helicopter ride, meeting Brenda, dancing in the Ecumenical Temple, relaxing 
in the hot pool out in the woods... 


x Ok OK 
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Chapter 28: Coffee and Cinnamon Rolls 


Liberty woke from several hours of sleep to find herself still on the couch, 
the lamp over the dining table still on. She got up, saw that her father was still 
asleep, and looked at the clock on the telephone. Three forty-five. She 
stretched and felt refreshed, so she decided to do it. She had never baked 
pastries at four in the morning before — and new experiences were right up 
her alley. 

A quick shower helped to wake her up, and a pair of blue jeans and a 
sweatshirt seemed best for getting messy in a kitchen. She consumed a 
banana from the fruit bowl and headed out into the corridor, hoping she 
wouldn’t get lost on her way to the kitchen. 

When she entered the Dining Hall, she found that a waitress was already 
getting ready to serve breakfast, and she could hear someone rattling pans in 
the kitchen beyond. Liberty fully expected to have to explain what she was 
doing there, but the waitress smiled when she approached. 

“Good morning. I’m Sister Carolyn. You must be Liberty.” 

“That’s me!” 

“Help yourself to whatever beverage you like, and there are sweet rolls and 
things under the pastry dome over there.” 

“Thanks!” Liberty said and went behind the counter to pour herself a cup 
of coffee and select a tasty looking sweet roll. Then she slipped around the 
wall that separated the cafeteria and snack bar from the kitchen and looked at 
the scene before her. 
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She had never seen a kitchen so large before. She could easily imagine 
that a hundred cooks could work in it at the same time. Off to her right, a 
bald man was turning bacon on a grill while stirring something in a pot with 
his other hand. At a wooden work table near him a lady was chopping onions 
and bell peppers with a big knife. Straight ahead of her, near the back of the 
kitchen, she could see Brenda in an apron spreading flour on another wooden 
table while a huge mixing machine near her stirred a thick dough. Liberty 
walked that way. 

“Hi!” Brenda said, seeing Liberty approach. “Did you sleep?” 

“Like a log! What’cha making?” 

“Cinnamon rolls. You have one minute before the dough’s ready.” 

Liberty gobbled her sweet roll and gulped her coffee, then washed her 
hands at a nearby sink. By then Brenda was dumping the dough out onto the 
table. 

“First you get to make bread. Oil your pans first. One kilogram per loaf on 
this scale, in a nice long blob, like this. Then they go in the proofing oven over 
here.” 

“Oil, one kilo, nice blob, proofing oven. Got it!” Liberty repeated. “How 
many?” 

“Over here...” the young baker said, leading Liberty to a plastic writing 
board that covered the entire back of a large pantry shelf. It had grease pencil 
notes all over it as well as more durable labels underneath the plastic. “Par 
means the normal amount to stock for the day, and as you can see, they’re 
constantly changing. Here’s today, and here’s homemade loaves, so our par is 
eighteen.” 

“That’s easy!” 

Liberty got to work on seventeen more loaves of bread, as Brenda started 
making the cinnamon rolls. 

“As soon as you get a dough about this thick rolled out, you butter it... 
sprinkle on sugar... cinnamon... raisins... and chopped walnuts.” 

“Uh huh,” Liberty said, weighing out another loaf. 

“Then roll it up... slice... and arrange them nicely on an oiled sheet pan.” 

“What about the icing?” 

“That comes after baking,” Brenda said, slipping the pan into the raising 
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oven. 

A few minutes later Liberty had the loaves done, so Brenda helped her get 
started on the next batch of cinnamon rolls while she mixed the frosting. 
Liberty was at first a little unsure of herself as she rolled out the dough, but 
soon got comfortable with it. 

“Easy on the butter. People don’t like to have to ring them out before 
eating them!” 

Liberty chuckled nervously. “What are you making?” 

“Dark chocolate. We’re making German chocolate cakes as soon as we get 
this routine stuff out of the way.” 

“Yum! How does this look?” 

“A few more raisins.” 

“Do you do everything from scratch?” 

“Just about. Now roll the whole thing up... great.” 

Liberty’s pan of cinnamon rolls looked almost as good as Brenda’s, and the 
baker assured Liberty that the differences would disappear under the frosting. 
They were soon pouring thin layers of rich chocolate cake batter into circular 
molds and sliding them into the oven for a few minutes. As soon as those 
were done, the cinnamon rolls were ready to bake, and then they turned their 
attention to two different fillings and three different frostings for the cakes. 

“This is the one I like the best, the one full of chopped hazelnuts!” Liberty 
said. 

“Me too! Ill check the rolls while you get two spoons from the dish shelves 
over there. We have to make sure it’s just right!” 

Liberty grinned and went to fetch the spoons. When she returned, her 
companion had the first pan of cinnamon rolls on the table. 

“Now we sprinkle more raisins on top, then just dribble the icing on, like 
this... then a sprinkling of walnuts. All done!” 

“They’re fabulous! Here’s the spoons.” 

They both dipped into the nutty cake filling. “Mmmm!” they both said at 
once. 

Liberty iced her pan of rolls while Brenda completed the materials for the 
cakes and slid the loaves of bread into the oven. 

“What do we do with the rest of this dough?” Liberty asked. 
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“Make dinner rolls.” She demonstrated by rolling out a long rope of 
dough, pinching it off just the right length, and tying it in a knot. “Easy?” 

“Yep!” 

They both made dinner rolls for the next ten minutes, and then Brenda 
pulled the loaves of bread out of the oven. Five o’clock had passed and more 
people were working in the kitchen, one of whom was starting to put the 
cinnamon rolls onto individual plates. Liberty noticed that the man at the 
grill was already serving a few breakfasts, skillfully flipping eggs in small pans, 
humming a little tune as he worked. 

By six o’clock they had finished all the rolls and loaves they needed, and 
started building the German chocolate cakes in earnest. Layer after layer, 
they each constructed a cake higher and higher, Brenda guiding Liberty to use 
a little more or a little less of one of the fillings. Then both were covered with 
the nutty icing. The final touches went on with a pastry bag, and Brenda did 
the cakes while Liberty practiced with another pastry bag on a cinnamon roll. 

Liberty started laughing irresistibly. “That... is the funniest-looking 
cinnamon roll I’ve ever seen!” 

They took a break, during which Liberty poured herself another cup of 
coffee. They shared her practice roll, and then spent their last hour making 
several grasshopper pies, two cheesecakes, and a big batch of biscuits. A few 
minutes after eight o’clock they started cleaning up, and by then more people 
were in the kitchen working on lunch and dinner items. Liberty noticed that 
the cooks and helpers ranged in age from a boy who looked about twelve to a 
lady with white hair who must have been at least eighty. 

At 8:20 they took off their aprons, slapped each other’s hands over a job 
well done, and went out into the cafeteria to find a table. 

* 

“Well, well,” Liberty’s father said with a grin when he and Sister Nancy 
joined them at their table. “I think I was able to detect a slight rearrangement 
of the couch cushions and a few pieces of fruit missing from the bowl, but I 
can’t be absolutely sure anyone but me got any sleep last night!” 

“T got almost four hours of sleep, Dad! By the way, you have to have a 
cinnamon roll for breakfast.” 

“IT do? I was sort of looking forward to some eggs.” 
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“You can have those too. But you have to have a cinnamon roll.” 

By this time Brenda was snickering. 

He looked from one girl to the other. “Okay. What am I missing here?” 

“Dad! I’ve been up since four in the morning baking things!” 

“Oh... You made the cinnamon rolls. Well, in that case, I’ll have to try one, 
won't I?” he said, smiling at Sister Nancy. Then he turned back toward his 
daughter and said in a concerned voice, “Liberty, do you know your hands are 
shaking?” 

“Tm just a little nervous, I guess,” she said, and took another swallow of 
coffee. 

He frowned in a gentle, fatherly way. “That coffee may not be the best 
thing for your nerves...” 

Liberty looked at Brenda’s glass — orange juice. She looked at Sister 
Nancy’s cup — some kind of herb tea. And her father was drinking grapefruit 
juice. “This is about my forth cup. Maybe I should slow down.” 

“Liberty, you're turning white!” Brenda said. 

“Oh, shit!” Liberty said, and dashed for the restroom near the Dining Hall 
entrance as she felt the contents of her stomach begin to rebel. 

“T think she’s worried about whether I'll let her stay or not,” Senator 
Buchanan said. 

“And combined with too little sleep...” Sister Nancy speculated. 

“And she’s had three pastries already this morning,” Brenda said. 

“T see,” the senator acknowledged. 

“Why don’t I go change her order to a fruit salad,” Brenda offered. 

“Good idea,” he said. “And please take her coffee cup with you.” 

When Liberty returned to the table, most of the color had returned to her 
cheeks, and a dish of mixed fruits was waiting at her place instead of the fried 
eggs, bacon, and hash browns she had ordered. She was glad, but didn’t say 
anything. She was feeling more than a little humiliated at that moment. 

“This is delicious, Liberty!” her father said, working on his cinnamon roll. 

“T don’t want to hear about it.” 

“But my compliments just the same. Here’s what we’ve decided is the best 
plan for today. You, Miss Buchanan, are going back to our room to get some 
sleep, soak in the hot tub, or otherwise relax.” 
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“Yes, Daddy.” 

“Brenda will bring you a lunch that will be easy on your stomach. I will be 
given a tour of Lyceum, discuss whatever details I’m not sure about, and give 
you my decision by three o’clock. Sister Nancy will be driving me... or us... to 
the airport at six. Think you can hold out that long?” 

“Can Brenda stay in the room and talk to me?” 

“After lunch.” 

Liberty was silent, and just picked at her fruit. Her father noticed the tears 
forming in her eyes. He reached across the table and took her shaking hand 
in his. “A little case of nerves and too much coffee doesn’t count against you 
in my eyes. And I’m sure it doesn’t in Lyceum’s eyes either.” 

Sister Nancy shook her head in confirmation. 

Liberty wiped her eyes with her napkin. “Thanks, Dad. The hot tub and 
bed sounds pretty good. And if you let me stay, I’ll have plenty of time to take 
tours.” 

“That’s right,” Sister Nancy said. “You'll know the place inside and out by 
evaluation week.” 

* 

Senator Michael Buchanan made sure his daughter had relaxed in the hot 
tub and curled up in bed before he took his notebook and went to rejoin Sister 
Nancy. They met, as planned, in the Main Lobby, and wandered out into the 
theme gardens. 

“What happened with Liberty does bring up a point about minors joining 
Lyceum that you need to be in agreement about,” the tall lady said. “We 
provide our minor members with all possible education, training, comfort, 
and support, and each has a mentor with whom they usually become closely 
bonded, but we are not able to provide the direct supervision that a parent can 
provide. If she insists on drinking or eating something her stomach can’t 
handle, we can suggest, we can coax, as a friend or a doctor would, but no one 
here would have the authority... or the desire... to step in as only a parent 
can.” 

As they wound their way through the African Garden, the path slowly 
climbed from a humid, jungley lowland up toward a higher grassy savanna- 
like area. In one tree a cheetah peered at them from a branch, its tail gently 
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swishing from side to side below the branch. The senator hoped he was 
correct in assuming that the cheetah wasn’t real, but the path didn’t bring 
them close enough to make sure. It stayed in the tree, so he didn’t ask. He 
tried to focus his mind on Sister Nancy’s concern. 

“Yes, part of me worries about that kind of thing. I really had to sit on her 
about a year ago. The ace up my sleeve is that she wants to be here very 
much. Given the presence of a large number of intelligent people who will be 
expecting grown up behavior from her, she just might choose to tow the line.” 

They passed out of the African Garden and wandered through a 
playground where ten or twelve children were squealing with delight. 

“How many other minors are members?” the senator asked. 

“Thirty-five... or is it thirty-six, and seventeen of those are resident. Then 
there are another twenty or so children of members who aren’t members 
themselves. Most of these are visitors,” she said, gesturing at the playground. 

Not far from the playground they wandered through a picnic area that was 
currently unoccupied except for a member refinishing one of the tables. 

“Good morning, Brother Chad!” 

“Hi Nancy!” the man replied. 

“Another thing we really have no way to directly supervise would be 
Liberty’s... um... sexual activities... or lack of them...” Sister Nancy said 
tentatively. 

The senator laughed. “Liberty took that department into her own hands 
several years ago. I’m sure anyone she found here would be far better than 
the partners she’s found in the past. She’s probably more comfortable in that 
area than her father!” 

The senator and Sister Nancy smiled at each other with slight 
embarrassment as they crossed a paved road and continued down a path, 
toward the Demonstration Farm and Zoo, a sign declared. 

“at her age, the basic economic agreement is sixteen hours of assigned 
work per week. That’s in addition to routine chores like helping with meals, 
cleaning the residence halls, doing her own laundry, things like that.” 

“Yes, I remember reading about all those requirements. For the last year 
she’s been caring for three horses, which has taken her about fifteen hours a 
week. Then she did about forty hours of gardening and clean-up for me the 
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last two weeks she was in Pennsylvania.” 

“We'll also give her a garden that will be hers to do with as she pleases, as 
long as it looks nice. And she'll attend a gardening class for at least her first 
year. We also have lots of different animals, including horses, if she wants to 
continue in that vein.” 

They arrived at the Petting Zoo and reached through a board fence to pet a 
curious llama. 

“And foreign language?” 

“Required. She'll have about twenty to choose from, and we aim for 
fluency after one year, two at the most. Most members plan on a month or 
more of foreign residency after they get comfortable with the language.” 

They wandered along a path that brought them to one of the residence 
halls. 

“Now, what’s this about being able to take helicopter pilot training?” 

“Yes, she told me she wanted to do that. It’s completely possible here — 
ground school, navigation, piloting, even aircraft maintenance. I’ve seen the 
class, which consists of about six students, sweating over a jet engine rebuild, 
with help from the machine shop people of course. Think it’s something she 
could sink her teeth into?” 

“She’s not too young?” 

“She has to be sixteen for a private pilot’s license, seventeen for a 
commercial ticket. I was flying fixed wing at sixteen, but I never had a flare 
for rotors. She’d be sixteen by the time she was ready to solo. But she’d have 
to have your permission, of course.” 

“Hmm. Something like that just might be what she needs...” 

“This is the residence hall that has a free single room right next to 
Brenda’s. On this floor is the general social area, building steward’s office, 
laundry, play room, a little kitchen and pantry, store room, craft room, and a 
T.V. room.” 

The senator poked his head into the rooms Sister Nancy was telling him 
about. 

“Does Liberty have a religious preference?” 

“She never touches the stuff.” 

Sister Nancy chuckled as they began to climb the stairs. “Many people 
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here are atheists or agnostics. The evaluation team will make sure she’s ready 
to respect the religious beliefs and practices of others. You've read all about 
our religious ethics, I imagine.” 

“Yes. To tell you the truth, I’m not sure how she'll do in that area.” 

“As you can see, there’s a small lounge on each floor. This is the single we 
were thinking of putting her in if you want her to stay. It comes all furnished 
with a bed, a desk and chair, a dresser, just like you see it. Alternately she 
could stay in a single in the Lodge, which is similar, but more isolated...” 

“Tm sure she'd be comfortable here. Is there any... drug use here?” 

“No illegal drugs are allowed on the campus, and any member caught with 
them is history. Very few members even smoke cigarettes, and they have to 
do it outside. Alcohol is only shared at special holiday meals and religious 
ceremonies. No drunkenness is allowed. You know, the Sheriff or a deputy 
always stops by at about dinner time. I'll introduce you and you can pick his 
brain on any subject you'd like.” 

“Thank you.” 

They strolled out of the residence hall and back into the main building 
complex. The Main Lobby was more crowded than Senator Buchanan had yet 
seen it. They entered the corridor that led to the Research and Recreation 
Centers. 

“So what if Liberty is accepted, then starts reverting to her old habits — 
leaving chores undone, skipping classes, such like that?” 

“The teachers, or stewards, or whomever was effected, would let her 
mentor know. Neither of those things are acceptable here. Together Liberty 
and her mentor would make a plan to correct the situation — including paying 
back whatever time she owed people. We’d help her in every way we could, as 
long as she was making a good-faith effort. As a last resort, she’d be asked to 
make alternate arrangements and plans for departure. We're very flexible 
about illnesses and other problems, and we recognize that everyone gets 
burned out and needs vacations, or changes of routine, but there really is no 
place in the membership for immaturity — in persons of any age.” 

The senator nodded and seemed pleased with the firmness of that policy. 
They walked through the library, and he was visibly impressed with the large 
collection of books of all kinds, audio, video, and data disks, simple and 
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sophisticated games for all ages, experimentation and craft kits, scientific and 
musical instruments, art prints, and numerous other inspirational pastimes. 
“I trust you have good controls over circulation of this excellent collection to 
the public...?” 

“None of it circulates to the public. That’s why we call it a research library 
— you have to come here to do your research. Members can check out a few 
items for use on campus, but they have to be returned in good condition.” 

They wandered toward the Recreation Center. 

“How is a person’s mentor selected?” 

“By the member. The mentor must be at least eighteen, and of the same 
gender.” 

“Liberty knows you better than anyone else since you and she have been 
corresponding. Would you be available?” 

“Yes, if she asked. Most new members ask their contact persons to be 
their mentor.” 

The senator looked at the Water Sports Pavilion, peeked into the huge 
gymnasium, and walked through the building full of every shape and size of 
indoor ball court, from basketball to ping-pong. “Dancing is the only physical 
sport that Liberty has taken to... I don’t see that anywhere here...” 

“Tl show you,” Sister Nancy said with a smile. 

As they entered the Arena, a modern dance class of about thirty students 
was practicing. The senator and Sister Nancy stayed near the entrance doors. 

“We have a lot of dance people here. There’s also a ballet class, with some 
of the same people as you see here. But I remember Liberty saying she 
wanted to do some kind of swimming...” 

“Maybe. I don’t pretend to know everything about that girl!” 

Sister Nancy took him outside, past the outdoor play fields that were 
currently being well used by soccer and baseball players, through a flower 
garden in full bloom, and into a side door of the Ecumenical Temple. They 
were immediately greeted by a smiling man passing out programs for the 
event within. Sister Nancy explained to the man that they only wanted to 
glance at the building. He gave them a program anyway, from which they 
learned that the event was a charismatic religious healing ceremony, open to 
the public. They stepped through the curtains. 
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The senator took in all the physical facilities, but seemed uninterested in 
the event that was being attended by more than a thousand people. After a 
few minutes of standing inconspicuously in the entry tunnel, they slipped 
back out. Sister Nancy returned the program, and the man smiled and wished 
them a nice day. 

“Now... aS I understand it... Liberty doesn’t have to take part in any 
religious ceremonies she doesn’t want to...” 

“Correct. But as members, we can’t avoid coming into contact with many 
different religious practices. For example, there’s a member in the sound and 
lighting control room right now, and he or she might be a Jew or an atheist, 
even though the event is Christian. We're here to serve, not to judge or 
participate in the events that we host. If we happen to want to participate in 
an event, it’s open to the public, and we can do so during our free time, we can 
of course.” 

In the cafeteria, while slowly working on a Shrimp Louis salad and a bowl 
of French onion soup, Senator Buchanan worked his way through a thick 
notebook of curriculum guidelines and class descriptions. 

“So...” he began, wiping his mouth on his napkin. “...she’d be in this 
History 1 class which does a region by region, century by century overview of 
all of history, and, if I might hazard a guess, Mathematics 2 and Literature 2.” 

“Her test scores will be used for the final determination, but from what I 
know of her, I’d agree with you.” 

“And the language classes meet three times a week...” 

“Minimum. They often add an evening activity — in the language, of 
course.” 

“Hmm. I wonder how she'll like the Childcare class...” 

“One of her first assignments will probably be in the children’s program.” 

“What ages? You don’t want her teaching the boys too much!” 

Sister Nancy chuckled. “We’d put her with the babies and toddlers or the 
young children.” 

He finished his lunch while reading the remainder of the curriculum 
notebook, and then they walked through a small, hidden garden between 
buildings that contained a veritable paradise of ferns and delicate flowers. 

“Ts this also a member’s garden?” 
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“Yes, but I can’t remember whose. In here is the Healing Arts Clinic,” she 
said, pulling open a glass door. 

As they wandered through the clinic, looking at the exhibits and examining 
the diplomas and licenses of the members who worked there, the senator was 
quiet and thoughtful. Finally, as they entered the waiting room, he said, “You 
have a broad collection of professional skills here.” 

“Yes. We rarely have to take anyone to Portland.” 

A worried look crossed his face. “What if... what if Liberty has picked up 
one of those... sexually transmitted diseases.” 

“All new members have to pass a Group A virus test, as we all have to be 
eligible for United Nations diplomatic clearances. She'll get that test during 
evaluation week.” 

“So you'll know the results before you make your decision.” 

“Yes.” 

Senator Buchanan shook hands with a few of the personnel of the clinic, 
asked a few general questions, and then they wandered back toward the Main 
Lobby. 

“There are hundreds more places I could show you,” Sister Nancy said, 
“but most of them would be of marginal interest to you... or Liberty. You tell 
me if there’s anything else you want to see, anyone else you'd like to talk to.” 

The senator glanced at the array of items available in the Gift Shop. “It’s 
almost two o’clock. I guess it’s time to take a look at the paperwork.” 

Sister Nancy smiled and led him to a quiet lounge near the Information 
Center in the Main Lobby. She disappeared into the back office, and a few 
minutes later returned with an armload of materials. 

“This sheet is all that’s necessary for Liberty to stay for a two week visit. 
The rest of this you could take with you and mail back to us before the 
evaluation week starts. This is a copy of the evaluation workbook that Liberty 
would be using. It might be interesting to you. And here’s a copy of the 
curriculum guide for youth her age.” 

He read not only the one page that he would have to fill out in order for 
Liberty to stay, but the rest of the permission forms as well. Finally, with a 
deep breath, he filled out and signed the one page form and handed it to Sister 
Nancy. She witnessed it with her signature. 
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“Take good care of my daughter. I love her very much.” 

“T can see that. Feel free to keep in touch as often as you want to.” 

“Thank you.” 

They both rose and headed for the Lodge. 

* 

When Liberty’s father and Sister Nancy entered the lodge room called 
Vesuvius, Liberty and Brenda were playing cards, laughing, and sipping on 
tall glasses of fruit juice. 

“Dad!” Liberty said running up to him and hugging him. “I slept until one 
o’clock. You can even ask Brenda!” 

He smiled down at his daughter. “I will not ask Brenda any such thing. If 
I can’t trust you to accurately report your health status, then you have no 
business in a place like Lyceum!” 

She grinned. “So... did you decide?” 

“Yes I did. In a week and a half, on July 19th to be exact, I’m going to call 
and talk to Sister Nancy, and Brenda, and you, and find out if you’ve been 
doing your chores, and if you’ve been a pain in the butt to anyone. Then, and 
only then, I’m going to decide if you can stay for the evaluation week.” 

“You mean I can stay while you go on to Tokyo?” she said, almost 
bouncing up and down. 

“Yes, you can stay. But remember! You will sink or swim here on your 
own merit. Money can’t buy you a membership into Lyceum, and that is one 
factor that causes me to respect it greatly,” he said, looking at Sister Nancy. 

“Thank you Daddy! Thank you so much!” 

“Now, Sister Nancy has invited us all to a parting dinner in the dining 
room at 4:30. How about if you and I spend some father-daughter time until 
then, maybe pick out something in the gift shop to send to Mr. Neils. And 
there’s a place in the African Garden I want to show you.” 

As they headed out of the room and down the hall, Sister Nancy and 
Brenda could hear Liberty’s voice. “And there’s a garden I want to show you! 
It’s like stepping into the Hundred Acre Wood, you know, where Winnie the 
Pooh lives...” 

* 
When they met for dinner, Liberty showed Brenda the teakwood desk set 
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she had purchased for the caretaker at the Buchanan country house, and told 
her about the cheetah in the tree. 

Brenda giggled. “Brother Felix used to work at Disneyland, and he loves 
audio-animatronics. He built the cheetah in secret, installed it in the middle 
of the night, and then just sat back and grinned while everyone discovered it. 
You should see it at night — its eyes glow red!” 

After they ordered their food — with Liberty back on a fairly normal diet — 
Sister Nancy left for a few minutes, then returned with a large, uniformed 
County Sheriff. Senator Buchanan stood and Sister Nancy introduced them. 
The girls also shook hands with him, and then the senator went off with the 
Sheriff for a few minutes. Liberty wasn’t uncomfortable meeting the Sheriff, 
but she knew many of her old friends would have been. 

Liberty enjoyed the green salad, fettuccini carbonara, antipasto plate, and 
spumoni ice cream she had for dinner, but was beginning to feel sadness over 
the impending separation. They talked about light things for the rest of the 
meal, but Liberty was becoming more and more aware of how much she was 
going to miss her father. 

At 5:40 they strolled back to the Lodge and Senator Buchanan assembled 
his luggage. They all walked together to a parking lot near the Residential 
Lobby, and Sister Nancy unplugged a small electric car while the senator 
loaded his suitcases into the trunk. 

Father and daughter shared a last lingering, silent hug before he and Sister 
Nancy got into the car and headed out of the parking lot. 

Liberty and Brenda stood there together watching the car disappear. 
Large tears rolled down Liberty’s cheeks, but she made no attempt to dry 
them. 

“lve watched him drive away many, many times. Camps, boarding 
schools, you name it. I wanted his attention so much that I hated him for 
driving away. I think that’s part of why I blew it at so many places. Now it’s 
time I started accepting the fact that he’s a senator... a damn good one... and it 
isn’t his fault my mom left. It’s time I quit blowing it. It’s time I stood on my 
own two feet, like he does.” 

Brenda put her arm around the fifteen-year-old as they continued to gaze 
in the direction the little car had gone. After a few minutes of silence, she 
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said, “Shall we go move your stuff over to the single next to mine?” 
Liberty looked at her companion. “Yeah.” 


x Ok OK 
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Chapter 29: Regrets and Strawberries 


During the two days following her father’s departure for Tokyo, Liberty got 
to know every corner of Lyceum. She went on one short and one long group 
tour, and spent hours wandering and talking with Brenda. She continued to 
get up at four in the morning on those days that her companion was baking, 
but she went to bed earlier the night before and drank only herb tea until 
breakfast time. 

Brenda was not able to spend every minute with Liberty. The young 
member had classes, homework, chores, and worked in the Healing Arts 
Clinic two days a week. Liberty asked Sister Nancy what chores she should 
do, and they agreed that helping with meal set-up and clean-up would be a 
good idea. She also developed her own routine of spending some time in the 
library, swimming in the pool almost daily, and rushing to the heliport to 
watch the big birds land or take off whenever she heard the sound of rotor 
blades. 

* 

On Liberty’s third day at Lyceum, the snack bar was making fresh corn 
dogs, and she and Brenda had just acquired a pair of them and were walking 
along the connecting corridor, planning to get some gardening tools and work 
on Brenda’s garden. Coming in the opposite direction along the corridor was 
a very old but well dressed lady walking slowly and unsteadily with a cane. 
Holding her free hand was an eight or nine year old girl with long blond hair. 
Two men walked slowly behind. 
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“..s80, Frank, increase Gloria’s inheritance to five million, and let’s do 
something for the Salvation Army in Raleigh. They could make use of two 
million, couldn’t they?” 

“I’m sure they would be very appreciative, Mrs. Hutchinson,” one of the 
men behind her said, making notes on a legal-size tablet. 

“For the umpteenth time, Frank, my name is Phoebe!” 

“Yes, Mrs... Yes, Phoebe.” 

“Now, how much does that leave us?” the elderly lady asked. 

“Fifteen million, and change.” 

“What to do with it...” 

At that moment the group was passing Liberty and Brenda, who out of 
respect were pretending not to overhear the discussion. 

“You there!” the lady said, suddenly picking up her cane and pointing it 
directly at Liberty. “You look like a smart young lady! What would you do if 
you had fifteen million dollars?” 

“Um... me?” Liberty said, very unsure that she should be the one to answer 
such a question. 

“Of course, you!” 

“Um... I guess I’d... go on a world tour or something...” 

“Out of the mouths of babes, Frank. An endowment fund for educational 
world travel for young people. How much would that make available?” 

“Fifteen million wisely invested would yield one or two million per year, 
depending on economic conditions...” 

“That sounds like the thing to do. Please get it all written up by dinner 
time, Frank. Thank you, young lady,” she said to Liberty, who was still nearly 
in a state of shock. “You’ve been very helpful.” Then she spoke over her 
shoulder to the other man. “Now on to another matter of importance. Tom, 
as my doctor, I want your opinion as to whether these ancient innards of mine 
could handle one of those delicious-looking corn dogs, with mustard.” 

“T believe so, Phoebe, as long as you don’t make a habit of it...” 

The group moved on into the Dining Hall. 

“What just happened?” Liberty asked. 

Brenda chuckled. “That was Mrs. Hutchinson. She was here about a year 
ago, stayed for a couple of weeks, and was constantly giving people gifts, 
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gathering the children around her in the evening and telling stories, buying 
fancy dinners for people who couldn’t afford them, you name it. When she 
finally got ready to go home, she asked for her bill, and expected to owe us a 
fortune. Everyone knew how generous she had been, so we didn’t charge her 
a thing, and we had a stack of gifts for her to express our appreciation. She 
was so touched that she wrote us a check for a million dollars.” 

“Wow!” 

They continued walking toward Brenda’s garden as they talked. 

“Then, as I understand it, she had a heart attack about a week ago, and 
isn’t expected to last much longer. She wanted to die here, so she called, and 
then flew out from her estate in Raleigh, North Carolina, the same day. That 
was just before you got here. She brought her own doctor and her own 
lawyer.” 

“So that stuff about fifteen million dollars is for real?” 

“I guess so. I know she’s rich and is working on her will.” 

“Who’s the little girl? Her heir apparent?” 

Brenda giggled. “That’s Sister Sarah, our youngest member. They became 
close during Mrs. Hutchinson’s first visit.” 

“T still can’t believe she asked me what to do with fifteen million dollars!” 

“Things like that happen at Lyceum. You'll just have to get used to them if 
you're going to be a member!” 

Liberty shrugged as Brenda guided her to a little barn full of gardening 
tools and supplies tucked away on a path marked Staff Only. 

* 

Liberty’s first-hand understanding of Lyceum deepened over the next few 
days. She spent some time every day re-reading parts of the Lyceum 
Prospective Member’s Handbook and the other materials she had been sent. 
She also spent time talking to other members and getting a feel for the kinds 
of people who had already joined. Generally she liked what she saw. 

She especially liked getting to know the other young people at Lyceum. 
Most of them were her age and above. The few younger than her were 
somehow different — they were quiet, introverted, and they didn’t play like 
normal children did. They seemed to spend every waking minute in either the 
Recreation Center or the Research Complex doing some sport they were 
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dedicated to, or some kind of science far beyond their years. She asked 
Brenda about them one day. 

“IT know what you mean. I guess being a Lyceum member takes so much... 
what’s the best word... maturity... that kids younger than about fourteen have 
to be pretty strange to even want to try it. Sometimes I think they're from 
another dimension or something.” 

Of all the young people at Lyceum, the one that gave Liberty the creeps 
most intensely was the youngest one, Sister Sarah. Every time she ran into 
the eight-year-old, she felt like a deep, dark secret was hiding there, 
something that Liberty couldn’t even begin to understand, and wouldn’t want 
to if she could. That feeling made Liberty Buchanan very uncomfortable. 

* 

The following Saturday there were a number of social activities in the 
evening, including a birthday party, a movie, and a hot pool party for her 
residence hall. When everyone else started wandering toward bed between 
eleven o’clock and midnight, Liberty still felt wide awake. She picked a cozy 
chair in the lounge on her floor and started reading the spy novel she had 
checked out of the library just that day. Before she knew it, two o’clock was 
approaching. 

She put down the novel, but didn’t feel ready for bed. No one else was up, 
except maybe a security guard or two, and the night was warm. She got a light 
coat from her room and headed toward the Main Lobby. 

A short little man was in the office. 

“Hi,” Liberty said poking her head in. 

“Hello there. You’re Liberty, aren’t you? I’m Tom.” 

“Um, I couldn’t sleep. It’s okay if I go for a walk, isn’t it?” 

“Of course! Just be respectful if you go near the campground.” 

“T will.” 

She wandered out onto the steps that led down to the empty Main Plaza 
and stretched her arms over her head, enjoying the warm night air and the 
freedom of being nearly the only one awake. From this vantage point she 
could see that pathway lights were on along the wide walkways that led to the 
Amphitheater in one direction and to the Playground and Picnic Area in the 
other. But the little paths that wound through the theme gardens were all 
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dark... except that in one of them there was a single light on, and a small circle 
of trees and bushes was illuminated. Liberty became curious. 

She wandered out across the plaza and came to the point she guessed was 
directly across from the light. Before her was the entrance to the Asian 
Garden. She entered, and soon had to slow down and feel her way with her 
feet and hands, trying to keep the crunch of the gravel path under her feet and 
avoid any collisions with trees and shrubs. 

After a couple minutes of groping, just as Liberty was beginning to 
question the wisdom of her effort, she saw the light ahead. It was just a 
lantern, placed on the ground near one of the pools in the part of the garden 
that was decorated completely in the traditional Japanese style. Someone was 
sitting on the grass near it, tossing something into the pool. Liberty continued 
groping her way toward the lantern, and her progress became easier when she 
entered its circle of light. 

As she walked the last few yards from the path to the person sitting by the 
pond, she could see that it was a little girl with long blond hair tied back in a 
pony tail. 

“Hi, Liberty,” the girl said in a youthful voice. 

Then the girl turned and Liberty could see that it was Sister Sarah. Liberty 
swallowed, wondering how she had known who was behind her. 

“Um... you couldn’t sleep either?” 

“IT don’t sleep much,” Sarah said, turning back to the pond. “This is my 
time to do things I like to do.” 

“What do you do out here?” 

“Feed the fish... talk to them... count stars. Actually I don’t count them. 
I’m not very good with numbers. But I can tell how far away they are by 
looking at them.” 

“Um... how’s Mrs. Hutchinson?” 

“Good right now. But she'll die soon,” Sarah said, looking up at the stars. 
A moment later she turned to look for a different star or constellation in the 
sky behind her. 

Liberty cringed. She could see that the right side of the girl’s face and neck 
was strange, like leprosy, only worse, and it was all reddish. Liberty's stomach 
turned, but she willed it to be still. She couldn’t, however, will away the 
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feeling of extreme distaste she was experiencing. Something was wrong 
here... something was weird. 

“You're some kind of mutant, aren’t you? Some kind of freak?” Liberty 
asked in a voice that was less than caring. 

Sarah looked at her with sad eyes and shaking lips for a moment, then 
jumped up and ran into the darkness, not taking her fish food or her lantern. 

Liberty immediately sensed she had done something wrong. She sat alone 
by the pond, looking down at the package of fish food, and the magnitude of 
what she had just done began to dawn on her. Had she just blown it... again? 
She closed her eyes, and the memories of many other times when she had said 
or done the wrong thing came to her. Sometimes it was just getting in the 
habit of skipping classes. Other times it was an unkind word, or a broken 
promise, or chores left undone when someone was counting on her. 

She was used to the situation. She had become an expert at it. No tears 
were needed. None would help. She picked up the fish food, and the lantern, 
and with slumped shoulders headed back toward the little residence hall room 
that was being temporarily loaned to her. 

* 

At six o’clock the following morning, Brenda knocked on Liberty’s door. 

“Come in,” Liberty said in a flat voice. 

“Hi! You're gonna love the service in the Temple today, and breakfast 
includes Sister Maggie’s delicious... Liberty, what’s wrong? You don’t look 
like you slept at all!” 

“I didn’t. Brenda, I think... I think I did something wrong. I think I did 
something that... no one at Lyceum would ever do.” 

Brenda sat down on the bed and listened to Liberty describe what had 
happened. 

“Oh, Liberty!” Brenda said with extreme disappointment. 

“Here’s the fish food and lantern she left behind. Am I right to think that 
I’ve blown it?” 

“Tm afraid so. Especially since Sister Sarah is on the evaluation team.” 

Liberty’s face fell even further. Several minutes of silence passed, during 
which she considered what she needed to pack, and how soon she could 
contact her father to arrange a flight home... or to Texas. 
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“Unless...” Brenda began, “...no, that’s too old fashioned. No one does that 
anymore.” 

“What?” Liberty begged. A seed of curiosity was sprouting. Brenda was 
glad. 

“Well... there is a method of undoing a wrong like you have done, but it’s 
not very popular today.” 

“Please tell me! I’d do anything if I could undo what I did.” 

“Do you really mean that? You’d do anything? Because what I’m thinking 
of is not at all easy.” 

“Anything!” The weight of the depression Liberty had been feeling for the 
last three hours lifted from her heart a little bit. 

For the next twenty minutes, Brenda explained to Liberty what she had in 
mind. Liberty listened silently, a little afraid of the difficulty of what Brenda 
was asking her to do, but also very much aware that the stakes were high. 

They went to morning worship and reflection together, and then to 
breakfast, after which Liberty did the clean-up chores she had been doing for 
several days. By then it was nearly time for the service in the Temple. If it 
had been up to her, in her current state of depression, Liberty probably 
wouldn’t have attended. But she knew that everyone at Lyceum was expected 
to help out at the public inspirational services. She figured that if there was a 
chance, however slight, of undoing the damage she had done, she had better 
know what the services were like. 

Brenda insisted they sit in a certain area, in the row just above the main 
encircling walkway. She wouldn’t say why. 

The service, to Liberty’s surprise, was called Summer Magic, and was a 
lively celebration of summertime activities, both realistic and mythical. On 
the main stage at the bottom of the Temple, a family acted out a camping trip, 
with little tents set up, a fire place with an artificial fire, and a row boat. Every 
time they had their backs turned or were asleep, the trees came to life, fairies 
danced, gymnasts in fish scale leotards tumbled in the ‘water’ around the 
rowboat, raccoons frolicked around the tents and sneakily crept away with 
items of food, and the flowers became a four part choir. 

Liberty was amazed. She realized she had been harboring some 
misconceptions about the inspirational services. She found herself especially 
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watching the dancing fairies who were often in the walkway directly in front of 
where they were sitting. They were good, very good, using a mixture of the 
discipline of classical ballet, and the free-flowing expressionism of modern 
dance. She wondered if she could learn to dance like that... 

Suddenly she recognized the little fairy who was dancing nearest to her. It 
was Sister Sarah. Liberty swallowed her pride and watched the eight-year-old 
dance. She was one of the best of all the dancers, Liberty admitted to herself 
— strong, tireless, expressive. She had never seen such good dancing in 
someone so young. Liberty felt deeply ashamed of what she had said to the 
young Lyceum member, and had a glimpse of why she had been so 
uncomfortable around Sarah. Maybe... just maybe... Sister Sarah was a better, 
stronger person than Liberty Buchanan. 

* 

When the service was over, Liberty was very quiet and thoughtful. She and 
Brenda wandered back to the residence halls. Brenda continued explaining 
what Liberty could do, if she was willing, to undo her mistake. 

“You said I should start by writing a letter to Sarah. Lots of eight-year- 
olds can’t read very well,” Liberty said. 

“I assure you, Sister Sarah can read as well or better than you and I.” 

Liberty’s theory about why Sarah had made her so uncomfortable was 
accumulating evidence. She perked up her courage and decided to test her 
hunch one step further. “I remember her saying she wasn’t very good with 
numbers.” 

“Ha! She starts getting a little nervous when she has to do algebra or 
calculus, but she can usually get through it.” 

Liberty was finally beginning to understand what must have happened. 
She quietly helped set up the Sunday picnic lunch for the members in the 
Residential Lobby, thoughtfully ate her sandwich beside Brenda on a patch of 
sunny grass, and then retired to her room to work on her letter to Sister 
Sarah. 

At four o’clock she signed the seventh version of the letter and went to find 
Brenda. Her companion read it, smiled, and showed her where the members’ 
mailboxes were located. 


* 
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Sunday, July 16th 
Dear Sarah, 

I was wrong, and I beg for the opportunity to atone for what I did. I 
slipped into the judgmental habits of the streets where I grew up. I know 
now that you are smarter and more mature than Iam. I guess I was looking 
for a way to put you down in order to make myself feel better. I’m sorry. 

I will do your chores, and any work you don’t want to do, for as long as 
you want. I will do everything I can, with help from Brenda and Sister 
Nancy, to learn from what happened. I will do anything else you want me to 
do to completely atone for my stupidity. 

I’m sorry that your friend Mrs. Hutchinson will probably die soon. 
Hopefully someday I will be mature enough to be your friend. But I'l 
understand if you don’t want to be my friend. 

Sincerely, 
Liberty Rae Buchanan 


* 


The following morning Brenda found a short note in her mailbox that 
indicated that Sister Sarah accepted Liberty’s intention to atone for her 
unkindness. Liberty breathed a sigh of relief, and she and Brenda sat down at 
a computer terminal to determine what of Sarah’s chores and work schedule 
Liberty should take on. They sent a note back to Sarah with a list of 
everything that Liberty was capable of doing. 

Between helping Brenda on her baking shifts, doing her own chores of 
meal set-up and clean-up, doing Sarah’s dish washing and library aide shifts, 
and vacuuming the carpets in Sarah’s residence hall, Liberty found herself 
busy all day long and into the evening. The fact that not one single person at 
Lyceum teased Liberty for the situation she was in, even though many of them 
had to know in order to accomplish the temporary transfer of responsibilities, 
gave Liberty much food for thought. 

When Liberty heard on Wednesday afternoon that Mrs. Hutchinson had 
just died, and remembered that Sister Sarah was spending considerable time 
with the elderly lady, she again felt small and inept compared to the strength 
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and responsibilities of the eight-year-old member. 

That evening Liberty was reshelving books in the library when the call 
from her father came in. The librarian promised to save her the cart full of 
books, and Liberty ran all the way to the front office. When she entered the 
telecommunications booth that the lady in the office pointed out, she found 
Sister Nancy and Brenda sitting in front of a televideo screen talking about 
horses with her father, whose image she could see on the screen. 

“ves, I also like the high-spirited Arabians,” Sister Nancy was saying. 
“We have three of them here, and only certain people ride them. Here’s 
Liberty now, so we can get started.” 

“Hi, Dad!” Liberty said, sitting in the free seat between the two members. 

“Hi, Honey! I’m sorry I haven’t called sooner, but the Nuclear 
Disarmament Treaty is promising to be a real can of worms.” 

“That’s okay. I’ve been busy. Did you splurge on that televideo unit you’ve 
been talking about for the apartment?” 

“Not yet. I’m on a direct SatLink from the Capital Building. I found out 
that Lyceum has two channels. They keep one dedicated for U.N. business. 
This is their other channel. Let’s get started, shall we, so you can all get back 
to your evening recreational activities.” 

No recreational activities for me... until further notice, Liberty thought to 
herself. 

“Let me start with you, Sister Nancy,” Senator Buchanan said. “In your 
opinion, is Liberty in good shape to begin the evaluation week?” 

Liberty held her breath. 

“Given her willingness to continue as she is now, doing her chores, taking 
responsibility for mistakes, learning more about Lyceum at every opportunity, 
I would say yes.” 

Liberty breathed. 

“Sister Brenda, has Liberty been a nuisance to anyone?” 

Liberty stopped breathing again, and she wasn’t even sure her heart was 
still beating. 

“Oh yes. She reminds me of me when I first arrived! But she’s willing to 
learn, apologize when necessary, make good on mistakes she’s made, even if 
that means extra work. If she seems a little out of sorts, I want you to know 
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that someone here just died today with whom Liberty had some important 
contact. I'll let her tell you about it.” 

Liberty’s heart restarted. 

“Your turn, Liberty. Tell me about your contact with the person who died.” 

“Remember confidentiality ethics, Liberty,” Sister Nancy said. 

“Good point, Sister Nancy,” the senator said. “Remember, Liberty, I am 
not a member of Lyceum.” 

“Okay... um... by pure chance, I was passing her in a corridor when she 
was trying to decide what to do with fifteen million dollars...” 

Liberty completed the story about meeting Mrs. Hutchinson, remembering 
not to use the deceased lady’s name or other particulars. 

“Well, that was a profound experience. It sounds like you made as good a 
decision as anyone can make under such unexpected circumstances. Now, do 
you feel you are ready for Lyceum’s evaluation process?” 

Liberty was thankful beyond words that Sister Nancy and Brenda had been 
willing to speak in general terms about her behavior so far. But she knew she 
wasn’t out of the woods yet in the situation with Sister Sarah, and she felt that 
her father deserved some slight knowledge of the fact that things still might 
not work out. “Well, I’m trying to get ready as fast as I can. Remember I said 
I wanted to come here because it would challenge me to be grown up?” 

“T remember,” the image on the screen said. 

“If I had known how much it would challenge me, I might have been 
reluctant to come.” 

“Go on...” 

“But I’m here, so when Saturday rolls around, I’ll either feel ready, or I'll 
give you a call.” 

Michael Buchanan looked at his daughter in silence for a moment. He 
knew something was being left out. And she knew he knew. But he was not a 
fool, and recognized when something was too tender to talk about. 

“Well, I guess I can’t ask for more than that. Unless there’s anything any 
of you want to add, I'll get this paperwork in the overnight mail, and I'll talk to 
you at the end of next week.” 

No one added anything but pleasantries, so eventually the SatLink channel 
was closed and the screen went blank. Liberty thanked and hugged both of 
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the Lyceum members who had believed in her enough to let her continue the 
atonement process she had begun. 
* 

Thursday and Friday passed with Liberty working most of the day on her 
own and Sarah’s chores. On Saturday she continued the process, but was 
aware of other prospective members arriving for the first evaluation session at 
six o'clock in the evening. At lunch with Brenda, she expressed her concern, 
her voice close to tears. 

“Since I’ve promised to do Sarah’s chores and library work for as long as 
she wants, then if she doesn’t say something, I can’t start the evaluation week, 
because then I wouldn’t be able to do the things I’ve promised!” 

Brenda took her hand. “Don’t worry. Sarah knows when evaluation week 
starts. Remember, she’s on the team. Just focus your mind on fulfilling your 
atonement. If you don’t fulfill it, I assure you that you haven’t got a chance.” 

While Liberty vacuumed part of Timbuktu Hall that afternoon and set the 
tables for dinner, she felt less significant than a worm in the mud. After 
dinner, at which Liberty ate little, Brenda walked with her back to their 
residence hall and suggested she get her Lyceum books and find a quiet couch 
in the Main Lobby to read. It seemed to Liberty to serve no purpose, but she 
did it anyway. Soon Brenda left, saying she had to check on her work 
schedule. 

At about 5:45, Sister Sarah appeared beside her on the couch holding a 
little woven basket of fresh dark red strawberries. 

“The scar tissue on my face happened when I was three. My dad’s tractor 
trailer turned over. Battery acid went all over the place. My dad died.” 

“I’m so sorry, Sarah. I feel so small right now...” 

“Being small is a good place to start life. These are for you.” She handed 
Liberty the strawberries. “They’re from my garden. I'll take care of my chores 
now — I was starting to miss doing them after Phoebe died. And you'll be 
busy now with evaluation week.” 

“Are you sure? I... I don’t know if I should even try to become a member 
after what I did...” 

“You should. You said in your letter maybe we could be friends. Id like 
that.” 
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“Really?” 

“Yeah. It’s time for you to head for Conference Center One.” 

Liberty didn’t know what else to say. She began to walk toward the 
archway that led to the conference centers, but stopped before she had gone 
far and looked back. Sister Sarah was standing there with a slight smile on 
her face. 

“Thank you!” Liberty said as she waved back at Sarah, then turned and ran 
down the corridor toward the first session of the Lyceum evaluation week, 
being careful not to drop the strawberries. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 30: Time for a Change 


In May, the Reverend Tommy Mitchell’s only son turned eighteen. 
Shawn’s church youth group dutifully planned and executed a party for him, 
at the covert request of his father, even though Shawn was two years older 
than anyone else in the group. He tried to enjoy himself, but he was also 
aware that the younger boys wanted to get away to a baseball game as soon as 
possible, and the younger girls seemed to do nothing but giggle amongst 
themselves. Even the girl who had kissed him on the cheek two years before 
had a boyfriend by then... and it wasn’t Shawn. He wasn’t sure exactly what 
he wanted out of his eighteenth birthday, but he knew for sure he wasn’t 
getting it. 

During the weeks that followed, Shawn busied himself with school so that 
his final grades just before graduation would be as high as possible. He 
continued to exchange letters with Brother Jacob and Sarah, and he managed 
to visit at least one other church each week by saying he wanted to take a long 
walk on the way home from his family’s regular church. He didn’t like telling 
a lie, but neither did he feel the strength to openly defy his father. Not yet. 

He did, however, enjoy his graduation ceremonies. He had worked hard, 
and had a collection of good grades to show for it, even though he missed the 
honor roll by a small fraction of a grade point. He even surprised himself by 
managing to have a fair amount of fun at the graduation dance that evening. 
There were two girls in Shawn’s school whom he would have liked to date, but 
the right circumstances to strike up a conversation with one of them did not 
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materialize, and the other girl was not at the dance. 
* 

Two days later, Shawn was sitting reading a magazine in the living room of 
his family’s spacious suburban home on the west side of Greenville, South 
Carolina, when his father, with obvious purpose, sat down beside him. 

“Well, son, perhaps it’s time to make some plans for the future. Have you 
had a chance to look at the literature about our seminary in Atlanta?” 

“Yes, father, I’ve read it. It sounds like a very good seminary.” 

“They’re reserving a space for you, but they won’t be able to hold it forever. 
They'll be getting lots of applications now that school is out.” 

I wonder why they’re reserving a space for me? As if I didn’t know. “I'm 
not sure that’s the right place for me, father. If it’s okay with you, I think ’'d 
like to consider some other options.” 

The reverend took a moment to recover. “Well, um... there are some other 
good seminaries in the country, I guess. Um... I could get their literature for 
you.” 

“Thank you, father. That would be great.” 

Three days later Shawn had express mail packages containing the 
literature of five other seminaries around the country, all of them almost 
identical to the one in Atlanta as far as doctrine was concerned. He read them 
out of respect for whomever had made the long distance phone calls. As much 
as he dreaded the thought of defying his father, he also felt that somewhere 
inside himself was a line that he couldn’t cross. 

That line, and its exact location somewhere between his own will, and his 
father’s, had often occupied Shawn’s thoughts during the last couple of years. 
That line had been coming into clearer focus in recent months, and now 
Shawn seemed to be face to face with it. Signing up for a multi-year course of 
study, one that he knew was not right for him, was somewhere on the other 
side of that line. 

A few days after the packages arrived, his father must have decided that 
Shawn had had enough time to read the information, as he again joined him 
on the couch. 

The reverend went through the brochures and letters on the coffee table, 
organizing them to his preference. “As I understand it, these three in 
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Mississippi, Florida, and Texas are the best, but this place in Maine has a 
fairly good reputation, and this Louisiana one isn’t too bad.” 

“Yes, father, they all sound like good places where I could learn a lot about 
the Bible.” 

“So, which one do you think would be best? Remember that Atlanta may 
still be an option if we act quickly.” 

Shawn swallowed once. “Actually, father, ’m not sure a seminary is the 
best place for me right now. I think it might be an important part of my 
education someday, but I think there are many other things I need to learn 
first...” 

“Um... well, perhaps some courses at the local college would be a good 
idea. Or... did you have another good college in mind?” 

“To tell you the truth, father, I’ve already found a place where I think I can 
learn some things that are interesting to me, even some things about the Bible 
and Christ’s teachings.” 

“Where’s that son?” the reverend said in a dry, suspicious tone. 

Shawn steeled himself. “Lyceum, in Oregon. Maybe you remember it? 
The place where the car...” 

The Reverend Tommy Mitchell stood up and immediately began yelling. 
“YES I remember it! And it will be a cold day in HELL before any son of 
MINE goes to that place to learn about the BIBLE and the Lord’s teachings! 
That place is doing NOTHING but the Devil’s work, and has NO place in the 
education of any true minister of God!...” 

His father was standing in the middle of the living room, glaring at his son 
and waving his hands. Shawn just sat on the couch looking at him, his heart 
in his throat. The reverend had always been good at improvised speeches, 
and today was no exception. 

“..And if YOU think that I paid for all those BIBLE CAMPS, all those 
church RETREATS, and that tour of the HOLY LAND just so YOU could tell 
me you're going off to OREGON to somewhere that has NOTHING to do with 
OUR church, you are dead WRONG...” 

Shawn held onto that line deep inside himself. It was one of the most 
painful hours of his life, but he knew there was no way to avoid it. And as he 
listened to his father go on and on, he knew that there was nothing he could 
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say now. The corner had been turned. He was no longer a child, and he had 
decided what he was going to do. But he also knew he had to respectfully hear 
his father out, if for no other reason than because his father had paid for all 
those things he was mentioning. 

“_..Starting right now, TODAY, you are forbidden to have ANY contact with 
Lyceum or ANY other place where the Devil’s work is done! And you shall 
have NO further access to the resources of this family until you get your 
VALUES and your PRIORITIES straight!...” 

Shawn realized as he sat there listening that his father had just saved him 
the trouble of having to work up the courage to leave home. If he had no 
further access to the resources of the family, then he had better not be taking 
up a bedroom and eating the family’s food. He had never dreamed it could be 
SO easy. 

“,.And NOW I want you to go to your ROOM so that you can think about 
what I’ve SAID to you, and get all this NON-SENSE out of your head!” 

The silence was deafening. Shawn waited a few seconds as his father 
continued to stare at him with wide eyes. He didn’t want to interrupt if his 
father had more to say. Finally he felt sure no more was forthcoming, at least 
not at that sitting. And he felt a strong desire that there would be no more 
sittings like that one. 

“Yes, father,” barely came out of his throat, as he rose and dashed for his 
room. 

* 

After Shawn stepped into his bedroom, he closed the door ever so softly, 
sat down on his bed and listened to his heart pounding in his chest. His 
father’s words still echoed in his mind, but the literal meaning of those words 
was no longer of great concern to Shawn, as they all seemed to boil down to a 
few very simple messages. The clearest message was that turning eighteen 
seemed to not matter at all. He was legally an adult now, and yet in his 
father’s eyes he did not have the right to make any decisions about his life. He 
felt, deep down inside, that his father was wrong. 

As Shawn began to cool off, he became aware of the clock on his desk. It 
was 3:15. His mother would serve dinner at 5:30, as she always did. If he was 
no longer entitled to use family resources, then he should be gone by then. In 
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order to eat the dinner his mother would serve, he would need to have some 
kind of further discussion with his father to agree on modifying the statement 
about resources. And Shawn could find no desire in himself to have another 
discussion with his father on any topic... at least not in the foreseeable future. 

So Shawn Mitchell turned his mind to what he could do during the next 
two hours to prepare himself to leave home, and possibly never return. But a 
full twenty minutes passed before he had the slightest idea of how to begin. 
He had never traveled without every detail being taken care of by his parents. 
He had never gone camping without all of the gear being provided and packed 
by the sponsoring organization. He needed a strategy that would get him 
packed quickly. There would be plenty of time to think later. 

Finally he decided to use a method, in reverse, that he had developed to 
clean his room. He started at the door and moved around his room clockwise, 
tossing things he wanted onto his bed. From his dresser he stacked up several 
changes of clothes. From his closet he pulled shirts, a sweater, a jacket, and a 
duffel bag. From his desk came his wallet, his personal journal, and, from 
deep down in a drawer under other books, his Lyceum materials. He stopped 
to look in his wallet. Damn! Three dollars, and several checks from his 
birthday that he hadn’t put in the bank yet. He sat down on the bed and felt 
like crying. He knew he had plenty of money in his savings account, but he 
wouldn't be able to get to it after the bank closed at four o’clock, which was 
just minutes away. 

You'll be okay, Shawn, a little voice inside him seemed to say. He didn’t 
know if it had been his own imagination speaking, or... something else. But 
whatever it was, it gave him the courage to go on with the process. 

He looked at his book shelves, and immediately grabbed his Bible. Then 
he looked again. A little book of wise sayings that his grandmother had given 
him years ago, before she died, caught his eye. He wasn’t even sure he had 
read more than a quarter of it. He added it to the stack. 

Shawn stood in the middle of his room and looked at the pile on his bed 
that was already threatening to be larger than his duffel bag. Then he turned 
and looked at all the other things left all over his room: clothes, books, 
models, magazines, computer, games... Suddenly he realized, for the first 
time, that leaving home didn’t necessarily mean being able to pack all of your 
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belongings and take them with you. He knew he was on foot, at least until he 
got to... wherever he was going. The duffel bag would have to do. He stuffed 
everything into it, and could barely zip it closed. 

Then another problem dawned on him. He was as ready as he knew how 
to make himself, on such short notice, to walk down the street to whatever 
awaited him, but he didn’t know how he was going to get from his room to 
that street. He wanted to avoid his father because he didn’t want to be yelled 
at again. He wanted to avoid his mother because he knew that seeing him 
leave would hurt her deeply. He wasn’t sure which he wanted to avoid more. 

Part of him felt it shouldn’t matter. He should be able to just walk out of 
the house and down the street. He was legally an adult, after all. But right 
now he didn’t feel that he possessed that much strength. He felt like he was 
way out on a limb just packing to leave home. He didn’t know if he could 
handle much more. He had to choose the path of least resistance, he decided. 

He looked out his window and saw that the back yard was empty. The 
screen wasn’t hard to unlatch, and his duffel bag hardly made a sound as it 
landed behind a bush. He re-latched the screen with sweaty, trembling 
hands. 

Ever so slowly he opened his bedroom door, to discover by listening that 
his mother was in the kitchen making dinner and his father was taking a 
shower. He stepped out into the hallway, closed his door behind him without 
a sound, and crept toward the back door, his heart again pounding in his 
chest. 

“Shawn, Honey, we’re having baked cod for dinner.” 

His mother’s voice almost made him go through the ceiling as he neared 
the back door. She walked right by him and turned into the pantry. After 
standing frozen for a moment, he remembered that she had left for the 
grocery store not long before he and his father had had their... talk. She might 
not know a thing about what was happening... and judging by her mood, she 
didn’t. He tried to stutter out a casual response. 

“Uh... g... great, Mom. Uh, I'll be in the... the back yard.” 

“Okay, Honey.” 

Not very many seconds later he found himself outside, with only a lawn 
between himself and the freedom of the alley that ran behind their house. He 
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collected his duffel bag and looked around. The bathroom window was 
frosted, the drapes of his parents’ bedroom were drawn, and the kitchen 
didn’t look out into the back yard. With his heart threatening to burst out of 
his chest, he walked to the back gate, opened it, slipped through, and closed it, 
all without daring to look back. Then he froze and listened. 

Nothing. 

He began to walk down the alley, and as he did so, the throbbing of his 
heart slowly began to return to normal. After he had gone past a few back 
yards, all well fenced so that no one could see his passing, he dared to glance 
behind him. 

Still nothing. 

He was afraid that when he came to the first cross-street, his father would 
be there waiting for him, but no one was in sight except for a gardener busily 
mowing a lawn several houses down. He crossed the street and continued 
into the alley on the other side. 

His long legs put several more blocks of the alley behind him, and he 
began to feel a genuine sense of freedom as he realized that even if his father 
began to look for him now, it could be a long time before their paths crossed. 
He began to swing his duffel bag as he walked along, and his footsteps 
lightened until he was almost skipping. 

He soon remembered that this alley would take him all the way to the 
industrial area near the center of town. He used to ride his bicycle along it 
when he was younger, but hadn’t now in years. He could clearly see in his 
memory several places where he and his friends had played that would now 
provide him with excellent hiding places, even shelters, if he needed them. 

As he moved toward the center of town, the houses along the alley became 
poorer, and he began to see children playing in yards or in the alley itself. 
There was also more trash laying around, and forgotten toys, and the fences 
behind the houses were sometimes barely standing, sometimes completely 
absent. This bothered Shawn a little, but he got used to it as he walked. An 
ancient man with white hair tending a tiny garden peered up at him and his 
lips parted in a toothless grin. Shawn smiled and waved. A little black girl 
about five years old looked up from her makeshift toys in a yard devoid of 
grass. She waved shyly. He waved back and grinned. 
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Shawn began to feel a sense of purpose as he walked along, a sense of 
being guided by unseen forces to exactly where he needed to be, in order to 
learn and do... whatever it was God wanted him to learn and do. And he 
wondered why it had taken him this long to get out into the world and see 
what it was like. 

How can I understand Christ’s teachings if I don’t understand how the 
people of the world live? Shawn wondered to himself as he continued along 
the alley that now included an old weedy railroad track. The lower class 
houses were giving way to old warehouses, industrial equipment yards, and 
rail sidings. Suddenly Shawn realized that someone was sitting on a loading 
dock not far ahead, hunched over something, and looking at him. Shawn 
froze. 

“T don’t bite, boy,” the man said in a voice that identified him as at least 
fifty, maybe older. 

Shawn timidly began to walk forward again. 

“Got anything to eat, boy?” he asked when Shawn was almost directly 
across from him. 

“Um... no... no I don’t,” Shawn said, thinking the man was asking for a 
handout. 

“Then get over here and help me eat these beans and hot dogs. My old 
stomach can’t take much of this kind of food anymore.” 

Shawn stood there for a moment, confused. He had misunderstood. The 
transient... the gentleman on the loading ramp... was offering him something 
to eat. And Shawn knew he would be needing something before long. His 
mother was probably serving dinner at about that time. And there were only 
three dollars in his wallet. 

“Um... thanks. I guess I could use some dinner. I... I have a little 
money...” 

“Come on up here son and have something to eat before these hot dogs 
grow hair on them. You obviously need more than something to eat.” 

“I... I do?” he said, unshouldering his duffel bag and setting it down on the 
loading ramp. Shawn saw that the old man had a very wrinkled and well 
tanned but kindly face. 

“Yeah. You're as green as they come, and the world’s gonna eat you up if 
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you don’t start getting some smarts into your head.” 

I just graduated with a 3.7 grade point average. Isn’t that smarts? 

“To start with, you never talk about how much money you do or don’t have 
with strangers. Got it? Never.” 

“Um... yeah,” Shawn said as he received a cold hot dog and baked beans on 
a slice of bread from the man. For a moment he wasn’t sure what to do with 
it, but he finally managed to get it folded into a sandwich without losing too 
many of the beans, and took a bite. And he was surprised to discover that he 
was hungry enough, from all the excitement at home and his long walk down 
the alley, that it tasted quite delicious. 

As he chewed, he thought about what the man had said. It began to make 
sense to him. Ifa stranger wanted to rob you, then telling him you had money 
was obviously ill advised. If a stranger had no money, then it would make him 
feel bad. “Yeah, yeah, I see what you mean,” Shawn said as he ate. 

“Just leave home?” 

“Yeah. Me and my dad had a big fight. I’m eighteen, but he still wants to 
make all the decisions about my life. Thanks,” Shawn said, receiving another 
sandwich. 

“Sorry I don’t have anything to wash it down with. Sounds like a good 
time to leave home. Why’d you put up with him so long?” 

“IT don’t know. Just family loyalty, I guess. I haven’t been very 
comfortable there for the last year and a half, ever since... ever since he said 
something very hurtful to a girl I know.” 

“Fathers often have trouble with their sons’ girlfriends. But mothers, now 
they’re even worse.” 

“She’s not my girlfriend. She only eight. But she’s a friend.” 

“Eight-year-olds have a habit of growing up. But that’s neither here nor 
there. What you gonna do now?” 

“T don’t really know. I’ll just have to take it one day at a time, I guess. Boy, 
my father would be mad if he heard me say that. He likes everything planned 
out way in advance, you know, no surprises.” 

“T know the type. I was like that myself. I had it all once — wife, kids, job, 
house, even a lousy boat. What the Lord gives, the Lord sometimes takes 
away. Now I can see how little I had back then. I supervised dozens of 
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people, and none of them ever really listened to me like you just listened to 
the advise I gave you.” 

“Tt was good advise,” Shawn said. 

“Thanks, kid. You gonna stay in the mission?” 

“T don’t know. Do they take people my age?” 

“Sure! Youre an adult, ain’t you? All you need is an I.D. card. Opens at 
six. They kick you out at nine in the morning. You get a shower, two meals, 
and a bed, and all you have to do is sit through their Jesus thing.” 

“All you have to do is sit through a church service? That’s not hard,” 
Shawn said. 

“Not until you’ve heard it ten or twelve times!” 

“Where are you staying?” Shawn asked, licking the baked bean sauce off 
his fingers and deciding that religion was probably not a good topic to get too 
deeply into right then. 

“Tve got places. Picked up this dandy sleeping bag last time I had some 
work. I put up with the missions once in awhile to get cleaned up. A fellow 
promised me some work day after tomorrow. Then I’m gonna head north and 
spend some time in New England.” 

“T might head for Oregon,” Shawn said. 

“Wow! Now that’s a long ways. What you got in Oregon?” 

Shawn wasn’t sure he was ready to talk about Lyceum with anyone. “Just 
an eight-year-old girl,” he said and grinned. 

The man laughed out loud. 

They talked for another hour, and the man gave Shawn several more 
pieces of advice about avoiding the police, finding places to sleep, getting free 
food, and other tricks of the trade. Then, as the sun found the horizon, the 
man headed down the railroad track to whatever awaited him. 

* 

Shawn sat on the loading dock in the gathering gloom and took stock of his 
life. He, Shawn Mitchell, the Reverend Tommy Mitchell’s son, who had about 
two thousand and some odd dollars in the bank, had just been fed by a 
transient. Yes, he had much to learn about the world. 

He opened his duffel bag and looked at his belongings. Then he made a 
decision. Since he guessed that the temperature would probably not drop 
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below about seventy degrees all night long, and he had his coat, his duffel bag, 
and plenty of other things to put under and over him, he decided that he had a 
very good chance of surviving the night in one of the places that the man had 
suggested. He was curious about the mission and it’s church service, but 
there would be plenty of other nights for that. 

As the evening light was fading from the sky, Shawn repacked his duffel, 
scraped the stray baked beans off the loading platform with a stick, and 
headed across the railroad yard toward a clump of trees. 

As soon as he came near the trees, a rough voice assailed him. “It’s taken! 
Find your own!” 

“Uh... no problem,” he assured the unseen occupant, and headed for the 
second place that the man had suggested, pondering as he walked the fact that 
not everyone in the world was as nice as everyone else. 

When he came to the warehouse that was built up off the ground on piles, 
he ducked down to crawl underneath and put one hand on the ground to 
support himself. Instantly there were hundreds of little black specs all over 
his hand, and many of them were biting him. He jerked his hand back and 
shook it fiercely, bumping his head on the wooden structure overhead. He 
backed out, fell in the dirt, but kept shaking and rubbing his wounded hand. 
Even when he was sure all the biting things were off, his hand still stung. He 
grabbed his duffel and quickly placed some distance between himself and the 
warehouse. 

It dawned on him that a flashlight would be nice. It was almost dark, and 
he still didn’t know where he was going to sleep. He sat down on a rock to 
consider his situation. Then he saw it, the place that was just right for him, as 
a vehicle somewhere behind him turned and momentarily shined its 
headlights into the yard. Directly across two tracks from him was a loading 
ramp, and the space underneath, about three feet high, was a completely 
smooth and clean concrete pad, which was normally shadowed from all the 
nearby street and yard lights. He quickly crossed the tracks and slipped into 
his selected accommodation. 

Shawn felt safe under the loading ramp, especially after many minutes had 
passed and no other headlights had flashed his way. It took him quite a while 
to get settled, as he had never before attempted to make a bed on a concrete 
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slab. It took every piece of clothing he had brought to even begin to make it 
soft, and that left nothing to cover himself with. He added sleeping bag to his 
mental list of supplies to purchase as soon as he got to the bank. 

He laid down on his makeshift bed and tried to relax. As he reviewed the 
events of the day in his mind, he knew he would never forget that particular 
day. He considered writing about it in his journal, but realized he had no pen 
or pencil. Soon his eyes closed and he drifted into a dream-filled sleep. 

* 

The freight train that jerked him back to consciousness was not going very 
fast, but he could see its wheels spinning by just a few feet from his hiding 
place, and he could feel the ground throbbing with its immense weight. It was 
gone as quickly as it came, and after a few minutes, he couldn’t think of 
anything else to do, so he told himself to go back to sleep. 

Four more times he was awakened during the night, once by another train, 
twice by a sirens somewhere in the city, and once by a dog looking for 
something to eat. He felt sorry for the dog and wished he had something to 
give it. 

When he finally awoke to the glow of morning in the sky, he could feel the 
city coming to life. The volume of traffic on the streets was beginning to 
increase, car doors were opening and closing as people headed for work, dogs 
were barking, lights coming on inside buildings, street lights going off. It 
occurred to him that he should slip out of his hiding place before too many 
railroad people came to work. He did not feel at all rested, but made himself 
sit up and pack his duffel bag. By seven o’clock he was heading for a grocery 
store that opened early. 

* 

“Ma’am, where would you like me to put my bag while I do some 
shopping?” he asked the clerk. 

The lady clerk looked him over. “Over by the ice machine.” 

“Thank you.” 

It was an extreme challenge for Shawn to shop with three dollars and forty 
cents to his name. He could have gotten a disposable flashlight, but nothing 
else. He knew he needed a comb, and that would immediately cut his money 
in half, but he couldn’t see going into the bank without combing his hair first. 
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So that left him with a dollar and a half to get breakfast. 

He looked in the deli case, and he considered boxes of cereal and packages 
of instant breakfast. All too expensive. He considered fresh fruit, but realized 
he didn’t have a knife to cut it or anything to clean up with. More things were 
added to his mental list of supplies to get. Finally he found the solution in a 
corner of the store where he had never looked before, probably because his 
parents had never, as far as he could remember, gone there. At that hour of 
the morning, the day-old bakery rack was brimming with all manner of breads 
and pastries. He selected some muffins that were still quite moist, and that 
left him with enough for a small carton of milk. 

Shawn paid for his treasures and headed for a nearby park. The city had 
now come to life all around him, but it seemed strange to Shawn that it was 
the same city in which he had spent most of his life. He was now looking at it 
with the eyes of an adult who no longer lived at home, who had just slept in 
the railroad yard, and who had just carefully spent his last three dollars. 
Those eyes were seeing things differently than ever before. 

By the time the bank opened at nine o’clock, Shawn had eaten his simple 
breakfast, washed his face and combed his hair in the park’s restroom, and 
was amongst a handful of people waiting for the doors to be unlocked. He set 
his duffel by the door, waited his turn, and then stepped up to the teller, bank 
card and withdrawal slip in hand. 

“T need to take some money out of my savings account,” he said. 

She accessed his account on her computer. “I’m sorry. Your account has 
been blocked.” 

“Blocked? What does that mean?” 

“It means that some person who has rights to the account has contacted 
the bank and indicated that no withdrawals should be made.” 

Shawn was getting mad. “It’s my account. It’s been my account for years. 
Every penny in it is my money!” 

“Just a moment, Sir,” she said, turning around to find the accounts 
manager. “Mr. Brand? Would you help us out for a moment, please?” 

The almost bald, immaculately suited man stepped up, and the teller 
explained the situation. “Can we determine who blocked the account?” she 
asked him. 
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“Yes, I know who blocked the account, because I processed the request 
myself. Your father called yesterday afternoon, and said you had run away 
from home.” 

Shawn was getting very mad. “I’m an adult, and so I can go wherever I 
want to. All the money in that account is mine. It was given to me, or I 
earned it.” 

“Sir, would you please keep your voice down?” Mr. Brand said. 

“No, I won't!) I want you to show me where in the law it says that 
someone’s father can take his money away after he’s turned eighteen!” 

The exchange was beginning to make so much noise that a tall, white- 
haired man poked his head out of a plush office, took in the situation, and 
walked over. “You’re Mr. Shawn Mitchell, aren’t you? Come on into my office 
and let’s get this all cleared up. Mr. Brand, bring me a fact sheet on Mr. 
Mitchell’s account, please.” 

“Thank you,” Shawn said, appreciating the use of the title ‘Mister.’ 

As soon as they entered the comfortable office, the bank president pulled 
out a seat for Shawn and said, “We want all our customers to feel that their 
money is safe.” At that moment the manager entered with the printout. 
“Please stay, Mr. Brand. This should only take a moment. I see here that you 
opened this account when you were thirteen years old,” the white-haired man 
said, sitting at his desk. “Your father signed as your parent... Your eighteenth 
birthday was last month... And when did the block request come in, Mr. 
Brand?” 

“Yesterday afternoon, Sir.” 

“Well, it looks like we’re in the wrong. Mr. Brand, a type seven account 
automatically changes to a type three account upon the majority of the named 
account holder. The fact that we didn’t automatically update our computer 
records is our problem, not Mr. Mitchell’s. And a type three account would 
not be subject to the block request.” 

“But, Sir, his father is...” 

“It doesn’t matter who his father is, Mr. Brand. The only exception would 
be if the account holder was not mentally competent. And I happen to know 
that Mr. Mitchell just graduated in the same class as my granddaughter, so he 
must be quite mentally competent.” The bank president flashed Shawn a 
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respectful smile. “I hope that we have reassured you that your money is safe 
with us, Shawn. And Mr. Brand will be adding a hundred dollars to your 
account as a token of our apologies. Please take care of those changes 
immediately, Frank, so Mr. Mitchell can complete his transaction. Would you 
like a cup of coffee and a doughnut while we get your account in shape? It will 
just take a minute.” 

“Thank you,” Shawn said. “That would be nice.” 

The manager left, and quickly returned with a coffee and doughnut tray, 
then left again. 

“Now you see what bank presidents are for,” he said to Shawn as the 
younger man sugared his coffee and nibbled on his doughnut. “It’s easy for 
those who work with the details of a business to lose sight of the larger issues. 
Your father might take his money out of our bank, but that would be far better 
than any customer feeling cheated. That’s the kind of thing that gets into the 
newspapers and causes a bank to go under.” 

“T can see that,” Shawn said. “But I’m sure Mr. Brand did what he thought 
was the right thing.” 

“Yes, probably. I won’t hold it against him. He’s learned his lesson, as I 
once did in such a situation.” 

The manager poked his head in. “Everything is in shape, Sir. Mr. 
Mitchell, your account is now a type three savings account, which is not 
subject to your parents in any way. I have added one hundred dollars to your 
account, and processed your withdrawal for you. Here you are.” 

“Thank you,” Shawn said. 

Shawn shook hands with both men, collected his duffel bag at the door, 
and headed for the sporting goods store, pondering the difference between the 
accounts manager and the bank president. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 31: An Assignment and a Problem 


Armed with sleeping bag, flashlight, multi-function pocket knife, mess kit, 
canteen, and several other essentials, Shawn spent the next three nights in 
relative comfort under his loading ramp, and the next three days writing in his 
journal and thinking about all that had happened to him recently. He quickly 
became familiar with all the places where he could spend time without 
bothering anyone, and learned by experience that the waitresses in the cafes 
didn’t mind if he eat slowly and wrote in his journal, as long as he did it in the 
middle of the afternoon. 

After four days of sleeping outside, Shawn’s nose told him that it was time 
to get cleaned up, and as he was still curious about the church service at the 
Gospel Light Mission, he decided it was time to pay them a visit. 

As the sun sank toward evening, the man at the reception counter looked 
at Shawn’s I.D. card, asked if he had any weapons or drugs with him, and 
made him leave his pocket knife there. He advised Shawn to keep his 
belongings with him at all times. 

Shawn didn’t realize how literally he should take the warning he had 
received. He found the bunk room and selected a free bed. While he took a 
luke-warm shower in the open shower stall that badly needed cleaning, his 
mess kit disappeared. While he was at dinner, reminding himself that he 
should be thankful for even instant mashed potatoes, his jacket walked away. 
That was all it took. His duffel bag came with him to the church service, and 
he noticed that most of the other men had their belongings with them also. 
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The chapel was old and simple, with hard wooden pews that had been 
donated by some church that could finally afford upholstered ones. The 
service, to Shawn’s surprise, was mostly a one-man show. The preacher 
preached, the preacher prayed, and the preacher sang. Shawn added his voice 
when he knew the hymns, to the obvious delight of the preacher. 

When the preacher asked for all those who had accepted Christ into their 
lives to come up, Shawn did not hesitate. One old man also approached the 
preacher, who got all the mileage he could out of having both ends of the age 
spectrum in the Kingdom. Shawn genuinely felt for the preacher as he tried to 
coax others in the audience into accepting Christ. One timid hand went up, 
and then another, out of about thirty men. As they came up to the front, 
Shawn and the old man greeted them and made them feel as welcome as they 
could, but the rest of the audience was getting bored, and the preacher soon 
had to wrap up the service. 

As Shawn thoughtfully headed back toward the bunk room, the old man 
began to walk along beside him. “You would find your jacket in the short 
black man’s bag, and your cooking kit in the long-haired man’s pack, but I 
hope you are secure enough in the love of Christ to let those things go, and 
know that they will be put to good use.” 

Shawn considered for a moment. “Yes, I think they need them more than I 
do.” 

“Maybe, maybe not. But getting them back would be ugly.” 

“T see what you mean,” Shawn said. 

“T sense that you are not new to the Kingdom, but very new to missions.” 

“You're right. My father’s a preacher.” 

“Your faith is not just because of your father,” he said. It was a statement, 
not a question. 

“No. In fact ’'m going against my father’s wishes right now.” 

“But not against the wishes of your father in heaven?” 

Shawn thought about that question as they entered the bunk room. “I 
don’t pretend to know much about God’s will for me yet. I seem to be drawn 
toward a place where there are lots of religious people, but they are from 
many different faiths. My father wanted me to go to the seminary run by our 
church.” Shawn sat down on his bed, and the old man sat on the adjacent 
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one, which was not yet taken. 

“Different faiths? Is there more than one Kingdom of God?” 

Shawn thought. “No, I don’t think so. To my father, the place I might go 
does the Devil’s work.” 

“Ah! The Devil’s work. Many good things are so labeled. Many bad things 
go unnoticed. Beware of labels.” 

“Yes, I think I agree. I’ve seen my father label too many things... and too 
many people,” Shawn said, thinking of Sarah. 

The old man was silent for a long time. Shawn put mess kit and jacket on 
his shopping list in his journal. He had been thinking of a more functional 
jacket anyway, something with a hood. 

“T believe I have some work that you can help me with,” the old man said 
after awhile. 

“IT haven’t done many kinds of work yet,” Shawn said, wondering what it 
could be and if he was qualified. 

“Kingdom work,” the old man said. “I know of a young man, almost 
exactly your age, who is very close to the Kingdom. I think you would be a 
much better witness for Christ in this situation than I, because of your age. 
Are you willing?” 

Even though Shawn said yes, he did not at all feel qualified. He listened to 
the old man describe the other young man, and the circumstances of their 
encounter, until the Mission staff announced that it was time for quiet and 
lights out. 

It was a hot evening, and Shawn did not feel sleepy, so after getting ready 
for bed, he lay there staring at the dingy ceiling, rolling around in his mind the 
church service he had been to in the Mission’s chapel, all the things the old 
man had said, and the work he had taken on. He fell asleep wondering if he 
should get a cheap aluminum mess kit instead of a stainless steel one... 

* 

The following morning, the old man seemed to have disappeared, but the 
preacher, Reverend Walker, was on hand when Shawn stopped by the front 
counter to get his pocket knife. 

“Tt was a real pleasure having you at services yesterday,” he said, shaking 
Shawn’s hand. “There are days when I’m the only one up there. And you’ve 
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got a very nice voice. Do you think you might be back with us some time? I 
can use all the help I can get.” 

“IT hope to be back sometime. I just took on some work, some Kingdom 
work, and I don’t know how long it will take.” 

“Well bless your soul, son. You take whatever time is necessary for that 
kind of work. But feel free to come back if you ever need a place to stay.” 

“T will, thank you.” 

“By what name shall I call you, Brother?” 

“Shawn.” The last name didn’t seem necessary. Or desirable. 

“Christ be with you, Brother Shawn!” 

“And with you, Reverend Walker,” Shawn said. 

At that moment the preacher was called away to break up a minor fight 
between two of the men. Shawn stepped up to the counter. “Thank you very 
much. Here’s a donation,” Shawn said as he handed the attendant a twenty 
dollar bill. The attendant was so surprised that he didn’t know what to say, 
and just stared after Shawn as the eighteen-year-old headed out the door and 
into the world. 

* 

After leaving the Gospel Light Mission, Shawn replaced his mess kit at the 
sporting goods store, and wandered by the place where he was supposed to 
find the young man who was close to the Kingdom. It was in a minor business 
area, several blocks off the main streets of Greenville, and it contained a 
number of second rate but colorful shops and cafes. When he arrived at the 
described location, he hoped the old man had made a mistake. 

The old man hadn’t told Shawn the exact nature of the place he was to look 
for, only that it was a little shop where the young man worked. But he had 
described several nearby landmarks very clearly. It was kitty corner to the 
adult video rental place, across the street from the soul food restaurant, and 
next to the herb and massage place. Shawn was definitely looking at the right 
business — no other shop around had the proper relationship to the other 
landmarks. He stood across the street and gazed at Alistair’s Occult Supplies. 

Shawn didn’t go into the strange little shop that day, or the next. He 
wandered around town, thought about the assignment he had been given, and 
compared jackets in several different stores to replace the one he had lost. He 
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slept in the railroad yard for a night, and then returned to the mission. 

Reverend Walker was glad to see him again, and Shawn gave him all the 
help he could during the church service. The old man who had given him the 
assignment was not to be seen that night. After the service, Shawn asked for a 
brush, and busied himself scrubbing the shower stall, to the amazement and 
humor of most of the other mission guests. 

The next morning, Shawn helped serve breakfast, and then stayed to assist 
the staff in cleaning up the kitchen and dining room. But finally he wandered 
back to the supposed location of his assignment. 

For the third time he stood across the street from the occult shop. But this 
time there was a difference. This time there was a small sign in one corner of 
the front window that said Room For Rent. Shawn felt strange, like someone, 
somewhere, was laying out a path for him to follow that was going to be hard 
to deny. He thought of Jonah. Then he crossed the street. 

In the front window he could see all sorts of things that his father would 
not approve of: tarot cards, crystals, incense burners, strange books, rune 
stones, knives, candles of all shapes and colors (including black), and statues 
of every mythological creature imaginable. Shawn took a deep breath and 
opened the door. 

He wandered around the shop and looked at everything. Parts of it 
contained new books and merchandise attractively arranged on clean shelves 
and tables. Other parts of it were more like a Chinese junk store, with all sorts 
of old things covered by dust. 

“Hi!” said the red-haired fellow of about Shawn’s age who was sitting on a 
stool behind the counter reading a book. “Can I help you find something? 
We've got everything you could possibly need for white magic, black magic, 
witchcraft, parapsychology, divination, you name it.” 

Shawn cringed to himself at the list of activities the shop could supply. 
“Um... I don’t know. I was sort of interested in your room for rent...” 

“Hey, great! Gosh, I just put up the sign today. It’s nothing fancy. I get 
the apartment upstairs as part of my salary, and it’s got two bedrooms. We’d 
share the kitchen and bathroom. Still want to look at it? I was just hoping to 
make about a hundred bucks a month off of it.” 

“Uh... sure,” Shawn said, hoping the other couldn’t see that his enthusiasm 
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wasn’t completely genuine. 

The red-haired fellow led him into the back room and up an old wooden 
stair. “I’m Todd. There’s a stair in back too, so you can get in and out even 
when the shop’s closed.” 

“I'm Shawn. Do you run this place all by yourself?” The stairs creaked 
under their feet. 

“Yeah. Owner lives in Charlotte. Comes down once a week to do the 
ordering and such.” 

They emerged into the upstairs apartment. It was fairly spacious, but just 
as the fellow had said, nothing about it was fancy. Both bedrooms looked over 
the street, and the kitchen and living room area was at the back, with an 
outside deck made of old boards and a rickety stair leading down into the 
alley. “I don’t smoke,” Todd said. “The smell is from the incense I have to 
burn in the shop. You get used to it after awhile.” 

“T don’t smoke either,” Shawn said, but wasn’t sure he could get used to 
the incense. “I think it’ll do. I'll take it... if it’s okay with you.” 

“Um... no harm in giving it a try, I guess,” the red-haired lad said. “What 
do you do?” 

Good question, Shawn thought. “I just left home. Do some volunteer 
work, some reading and writing. I guess I’m trying to decide what to do next.” 

“Hey, welcome to the club. I’m certainly not going to retire from this little 
dump!” 

They both laughed together. Shawn pulled out his wallet and counted out 
a hundred dollars. Todd looked surprised. “Jeez. I didn’t think it would be so 
easy. And I thought I’d get some old drunk in there.” 

“T don’t drink either,” Shawn said. 

“T do, a little,” Todd said. “But I’m no drunk. Well, I’d better get back to 
the shop. I'll leave you to get settled. Here’s a key to the back door.” 

“Thanks,” Shawn said, taking the key. 

After Todd had disappeared down the creaking stairs, Shawn went into his 
bedroom. It suddenly struck him that it was really his, for at least a month in 
a way that a room had never been his before. He could keep it as clean or as 
dirty as he wanted, and no parent would be checking on him. The bed was no 
worse than those at the mission, and it also had a simple desk and a small end 
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table. He unpacked his duffel bag completely, and realized that for the first 
time since he had left home he wouldn’t have to take it everywhere he went. 
He put his Lyceum books, his Bible, and the little book from his grandmother 
neatly on the desk, hung up his clothes in the closet, and unrolled his sleeping 
bag to air it out. 

After getting settled, he let out a deep breath and looked around. It was a 
simple room... but it was everything he needed, and he was glad it would be 
his first home away from home. 

* 

The next several days, right up to the Fourth of July, were a time of intense 
study for Shawn. There he was, actually living with the young man that he 
had been asked to minister to, and he had no idea how to begin. So he read 
everything he could find in his Bible that was applicable, and he visited the 
library almost every day to dig through books on proselyting and missionary 
work, bringing several home each evening. 

As much as he would have liked to avoid it, he made himself visit Todd in 
the occult shop once or twice a day. Doing so allowed Shawn to get familiar 
with the books that Todd was reading, most of which were from the shop 
itself. One day it was numerology, the next white witchcraft, the next astral 
projection. After several days had passed, Shawn could definitely agree with 
the old man who had given him the assignment that Todd was searching for 
something. 

But even though Shawn went by the mission almost every day either in the 
morning or the evening to help out, he never saw the old man again. He 
would have liked to get some additional advice about his assignment, and 
some reassurance that he was on the right track. But he finally admitted to 
himself that he appeared to be on his own as far as being a witness for Christ 
to Todd was concerned. 

One evening Shawn realized with horror that Brother Jacob and Sarah had 
probably written to him, but that he had no way of getting their letter, and his 
father had probably opened and read it already. The thought made him 
angry. He sat down to write a long letters to his friends at Lyceum. 


* 
The next day, Shawn helped cook and serve a spare rib and baked potato 
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dinner at the mission, stayed for the church service to add his singing voice to 
Reverend Walker’s, and then wandered back to his room over the occult shop, 
still wondering how to start talking to Todd about being a Christian. 

As soon as Shawn had climbed the shaky stairs from the alley, Todd 
immediately invited him along to watch fireworks. Shawn had been so 
wrapped up in his reading and volunteer work that he hadn’t remembered to 
make any plans for Independence Day. Fireworks were always at the big park 
on the north side of town, and there was all kinds of food and drink available. 
It would be an easy walk for the two of them, and it might present an 
opportunity to begin talking about the Kingdom. Shawn happily accepted the 
invitation. 

The walk was fun and they talked about many things. Shawn spoke about 
his work at the mission, but that was as close as he came to talking about 
religion. It just seemed like the wrong occasion. 

They took turns treating each other to hot dogs, sodas, funnel cakes, and 
freshly dipped ice cream bars. The fireworks were as good as ever, with a few 
new ones that neither of them could remember seeing before. It was 
especially fun for Shawn as it was the first time he had seen them without 
having to look through the windshield of the family car. 

They ran home, laughing almost constantly as they dodged the cars that 
jammed every street as soon as the fireworks were over. Shawn wondered if 
his father and mother were in one of those cars, but he never spotted them. 

He and Todd arrived home in good spirits, but Shawn felt no closer to 
being able to talk to Todd about Christ. 

* 

The next day, Shawn again haunted the library, looking for that one piece 
of advice that would point him in the right direction to begin his ministry. He 
was deep in the stacks when a large man appeared beside him, pretending to 
look for a book. 

“Your father wants you to come home now, Shawn,” the large man said, 
ceasing his pretense. 

Shawn could feel his face become hot and his heart start to pound. “I’m 
busy,” he said, and started to walk away. But as soon as he turned the first 
corner in the stacks, he could tell that the man was right behind him. He 
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started walking as fast as he could. 

Shawn was angry, but didn’t want to cause a scene. He didn’t want the 
librarians to be mad at him and not want him to come back. He was long 
legged and fast, and he knew the layout of the library by heart. The large man 
was still following him, but there was a growing distance between them. 

Suddenly Shawn realized that not one, but two men were after him. And 
every time Shawn turned a corner, one of them would follow him and the 
other would go a different way and try to cut him off. He knew it was only a 
matter of time before they cornered him. 

A plan came to him. He headed for a part of the reference area where 
there was a long row of study tables arranged end to end without a break. He 
selected a point near the middle where no one was sitting and skidded to a 
stop. He knew that older adults were usually reluctant, and often completely 
unable, to get down on their knees. As soon as the large man turned a corner 
and saw him standing there, he slowly walked toward Shawn. The other man 
did the same from the opposite direction. When they were both only about 
ten feet from him, Shawn dropped to the floor, crawled under the tables, and 
dashed for the exit door. 

He never knew if the men attempted to go under the tables or not. He 
didn’t care. All he knew was that after he had run around a corner, down an 
alley, across two streets, and onto a little-used bicycle path, no one was 
following him. He slowed to a walk, and after collecting his thoughts, planned 
a route back to his room that he felt the men would be unlikely to guess. 

* 

Even though the occult shop was open, Shawn entered the apartment from 
the back alley, looking in both directions first. He collapsed on his bed and 
thought about what had happened. He hadn’t recognized the men. If they 
had been anyone from his family’s regular church, he would have recognized 
them. And he also wondered exactly what they would have done if they had 
cornered him. Would the librarians have let them just kidnap him? They’d 
probably call the police, but not interfere directly, he decided. By the time the 
police got there, it would be too late. He would have been stuffed into a car 
and taken away. 

Shawn was quietly thoughtful for the rest of the day. He didn’t think about 
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his assigned ministry anymore; he thought about how to get around town 
without being followed or cornered. He crept to the mission that evening, but 
didn’t feel like helping with the church service. He busied himself scrubbing 
showers and mopping floors, and since he had helped out so much with the 
services already, no one said a thing. 


Shawn was glad. He needed time to think. 
* Oe OK 
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Chapter 32: Unexpected Successes 


Shawn didn’t encounter any of his father’s messengers for two days after 
the incident in the library, and he began to relax, thinking that his show of 
resistance would make them not want to try again. 

But his spirits were low, as he reluctantly came to the conclusion that all 
the books about missionary work were written for persons who were working 
through a church and were aiming their ministry at some part of the general 
public. His task, as an individual, was to witness to a single, specific person, 
and he still had no idea how to proceed. 

He rose early the next morning, walked to the mission, and helped to cook 
and serve breakfast. There were a large number of people who had spent the 
night, and it was nearly nine o’clock by the time they were all fed. But the 
work had helped Shawn to clear his mind, and he was ready for the day. He 
wanted to get home and look something up in his Bible. 

But when he reached the front counter, he froze. Outside the open front 
door, standing on the sidewalk talking, he could see three men. One was 
Reverend Walker, one was the large man from the library, and the third was 
his father. He veered into the day room, and made his way back to the 
kitchen. 

“Brother Shawn, you look like you seen a ghost!” Charlie the cook said. 

“IT did. Two of them. Brother Charlie, in about five seconds, I’m going out 
that back door. You can shut off the power to the alarm system if you want to, 
or you can let it ring. Either way, I’m going out.” 
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“Now hold on, Brother Shawn. That don’t do no good. It got batteries. 
But what I can do is hold in this here reset button while you slips out the door, 
nice and quiet like. Anything you want me to tell the ghosts, if they get this 
far?” 

“Tell them... tell them ‘Christ be with you.” 

“Okay, I say that for you. You ready?” 

“Yes. Take care, Charlie.” 

Shawn slipped out the back door, shut it firmly, and wound his way 
through alleys and back streets until he came to the railroad yard. He wasn’t 
sure why he had gone in that direction... perhaps just because it was the last 
place in town his father would ever go. The yard was busy at that hour, so he 
headed for the little cafe that catered to the yard workers and other nearby 
industries. He ordered pie a la mode and tried to collect his thoughts. 

* 

After three pieces of pie and two glasses of milk, he was beginning to 
wonder if his current situation was going to work. He was no longer 
comfortable in the library, and now he dared not return to the mission. After 
paying his bill and tipping the waitress, he warily made his way home. He 
needed to read his Bible, not to find ideas for witnessing this time, but to find 
words of comfort for himself. 

As soon as he stepped into his bedroom, he grabbed his Bible, but another 
book also caught his eye. He took the little volume his grandmother had given 
him, went out to the kitchen table, and opened it. 

Progress is the final harvest of persecution. 

The words seemed to have been planted there on the page just for him. 
But as he sat there, he realized he wasn’t sure he understood them. Progress 
for whom? 

He rolled this unexpectedly thought-provoking statement around in his 
mind while he made himself a snack. It said progress, not happiness, he had 
to remind himself. He sat down and opened the little book again. 

Mortals only learn wisdom by experiencing tribulation. 

He was beginning to understand. And he was also beginning to think that 
he had much more to learn about life before he could be a good witness for 
Christ... to anyone. 
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* 

When five o’clock rolled around, Shawn was still at the kitchen table, 
reading and thinking. Todd closed the shop and bounded upstairs, 
announcing that he was going out on a date with a girl he had known in high 
school. He was showered, dressed, and out the door in fifteen minutes flat. 

Shawn didn’t want to go very far that evening, but he wanted to get out of 
the apartment. It occurred to him that he hadn’t tried any of the local eating 
places yet. So at about six o’clock, he stuck a twenty dollar bill into his pocket 
and went over to Barb’s Soul Food. He was in the mood for something spicy. 

It was a tiny restaurant. The black lady who ran the place single-handedly 
told him to sit anywhere, and a little table near the door to the kitchen looked 
like the right one. The menu was just as tiny. Shawn wasn’t a great fan of 
pig’s feet, so that left barbecued ribs or Cajun fried chicken. He had just had 
ribs at the mission a few days before, so the chicken won. 

The music was mostly blues, and it was somehow strangely relaxing to 
Shawn. But he was keeping one eye on the front door of the little restaurant, 
almost without thinking about it. When he did think about it, it bothered 
him. It was his home town, he lived there, and he shouldn’t have to be 
watching over his shoulder. His fried chicken, lima beans, and turnip greens 
arrived, with a huge piece of corn bread on a side plate. 

Shawn was only part way through his chicken when the large man 
appeared at the front window, looked in, and then yelled to someone down 
the block. Shawn bolted for the kitchen, handed his twenty dollar bill to the 
black lady, and said, “I gotta go! Where’s the back door?” 

“Uh, over there,” she pointed. “Want me to slow ‘em down?” 

“Please!” Shawn said as he flew across the kitchen, pulled the door open, 
and dashed into the alley. 

Shawn looked both ways, and saw that the cross streets were each about 
the same distance from where he was standing. But a hunch told him not to 
go either way. He looked around. On the other side of the alley and just a few 
yards down was the back entrance to a tavern. He had never been in one 
before. This seemed like a good first time. He quickly crossed the alley and 
slipped in. 

The inside of the tavern was dark and smoky. People were laughing and 
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talking, and loud music was playing. Shawn worked his way through from the 
back near the restrooms to the front. 

“What’cha drinkin’, kid?” the bartender asked. 

“Um, I was just looking for the soul food place...” 

“Next street south. Tell Barb Hi.” 

“Thanks, I will,” Shawn said. 

He stepped out the front door of the tavern, wondering how much longer 
he could have breathed the air, but also surprised that nothing terrible had 
happened inside, as he had always been led to expect. As he began to jog a 
round-about way back to his room, he made two firm decisions in his mind. 
First of all, he was never again just going to take someone else’s word for what 
something was all about, like a tavern or a railroad yard, especially when it 
came to questions of good and evil. He was going to at least take a peek for 
himself, and probably much more than a peek. And second, he was no longer 
going to try to live in the same city with his father, where he had to constantly 
be running and hiding from hired goons. 

* 

When he finally, after circling around a number of blocks, came to his 
alley, he walked right past the stair to his apartment the first time, and then 
hid behind a dumpster to watch and listen. 

No one coming. 

He walked past again, hid in a shadow. 

Nothing. 

He dashed up the stairs and locked the door behind him. 

Todd was already home, and to Shawn’s amazement, was sitting at the 
kitchen table reading Shawn’s Bible. “I hope you don’t mind... I don’t have 
one myself...” 

“No problem,” Shawn said. “Go right ahead. How was the date?” 

“Good. She had to run off to a class right after we ate, but we’re going out 
again Saturday with no time limit. I think it might be serious.” 

“Great!” Shawn said. 

“I guess I should tell you why I was reading your Bible,” Todd said. 

“Only if you want to...” Shawn assured him. 

“T want to, if you're not in a hurry...?” 


Lyceum Quest 295 


“Nope,” Shawn said, joining Todd at the table. 

“T’ve just sort of been messing around for a whole year now. Nothing in 
my life matters to anyone. I’ve got this dopey little job, but who cares?” 

“T guess people who buy occult supplies care.” 

“No. I’m just part of the cash register. I want to do things that matter to 
people in a deeper way, like you are doing. When you go to the mission and 
help with the church thing and the cooking and stuff, that really touches 
people. I want my life to be like that.” 

Shawn was having a little trouble believing what he was hearing. Could it 
be that he had been successfully witnessing for Christ all along, and just 
hadn’t been aware of it? 

“That’s why I was reading your Bible,” Todd went on. “I figured it was 
time I learned about doing important things, like you do.” 

Shawn suppressed the temptation to laugh out loud... at himself. He had 
been searching for advice on what to say to Todd for more than a week, and in 
reality words were not what Todd needed at all. 

“That’s really great, Todd. As soon as I met you, I knew that you were very 
close to the Kingdom of God.” 

“Really? You could tell?” 

“Yeah. You were really nice, and you welcomed me into your apartment, 
and you were reading lots of books that showed you were searching for truth.” 

“Wow. Hey, maybe I could go down to the mission with you some time 
and help out? I mean, just with little things like cleaning up. I wouldn’t know 
what to do in the church service.” 

“Well...” Shawn said, “I’ve had a major change of plans. I have to leave 
town, but you can still help out at the mission. Brother Charlie in the kitchen 
is really fun to work with, and maybe you'll be able to help Reverend Walker 
in the chapel someday.” 

“You're leaving? That’s too bad. When?” Todd asked. 

“Tonight if Ican. My father’s been bugging me.” 

“Jeez... that means I owe you some rent money, and I can’t get it out of the 
bank ‘til tomorrow.” 

“That’s okay. Use it to help the mission, or some other important work.” 

“Gosh... I'll try. Here’s your Bible,” Todd said, closing it and sliding it 
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toward Shawn. 

Shawn thought. “It’s for you,” he said, sliding it back toward Todd. 
“Where I’m going, there are lots of Bibles.” 

“Really? Gosh... thanks!” 

“I better get packing. Hey, would you do me a big favor?” Shawn asked as 
he stood up. 

“Tf I can...” 

“Use the phone in the shop, call the bus and train stations and find out 
what’s leaving tonight that I could get a seat on without a reservation.” 

“Sure, I can do that. Where are you going?” 

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know,” Shawn said. “North or west would be 
the best, I guess. But anything will do in a pinch.” 

“North or west. Got it!” 

Todd unlocked the door to the shop, and Shawn began packing his duffel 
bag, feeling very glad that all his belongings still fit. He was fairly well 
prepared to camp out if he needed to, much more prepared than the last time 
he had packed to leave. But more than anything else, he was so very, very 
happy that he had been able to help Todd into the Kingdom before he left. He 
would have liked to do more, but that looked pretty impossible now. Maybe 
the old man at the mission who had told Shawn about Todd had felt the same 
thing. Maybe he had been called away on other Kingdom work, and could 
only cross his fingers that Shawn would pull through. 

About the time Shawn finished packing, Todd returned with the travel 
information. 

“You can probably get a seat on a bus for Nashville at 9:30, and for sure 
get one to Atlanta at 10:15. There are other things in the middle of the night if 
those don’t work out. There’s a train for Atlanta at midnight, and there are a 
few seats right now, but no guarantees they wouldn’t be taken before you got 
to the station.” 

“Train station’s only a five minute walk. That’s my first choice,” Shawn 
said. 

“T like trains too. Used to build models of steam engines and stuff,” Todd 
said, and gave Shawn the sheet of paper on which he had written it all down. 

The two young men looked at each other. “Too bad youre leaving,” Todd 
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said. “I thought we were getting to be friends.” 

“I feel the same way. I think... we are friends!” Shawn said. 

“Yeah! Write to me, okay? You know the address!” 

“Yeah, I will! And go down to the mission, okay? Good place to learn how 
to do important things,” Shawn said. 

“T think I'll go down there tomorrow.” 

They stood in silence for a few moments, then embraced each other. 

Without further words, Shawn did what he had to do. He dashed down 
the rickety back stairs for the last time, crept through the alley, and worked 
his way stealthily toward the train station. 

* 

When Shawn arrived at the Greenville, South Carolina depot with his 
duffel bag slung over his shoulder, it was nearly nine o’clock at night. The 
interior of the station was well lit and had numerous windows, so it was an 
easy task for Shawn to peek in to determine who was inside. There was a 
family with two kids, one of whom was asleep, and there was a wrinkled old 
man with a cane. But then, looking through another window, Shawn spotted 
a middle-aged man who was pacing in sight of the ticket counter. That one 
gave Shawn the creeps. 

After finding a place on the back side of the train station that was 
completely unlighted, Shawn sat down on his duffel bag and thought about 
the situation. He didn’t want to be scared off just because a man was pacing. 
He needed a way to determine if this man was looking for him or not. Then 
he remembered that there was a phone booth near the front door to the 
station, and that led him to think of a plan. 

He left his duffel behind the station and crept to the phone booth. Luckily 
it had a directory, and after looking up the station’s number, he punched it in. 

“Yes, would you please page Reverend Tommy Mitchell for me?” Shawn 
asked, and as soon as the man who had answered set down the phone, Shawn 
dashed around to a window. 

He heard his father being paged. The man who was pacing hesitated but 
was obviously interested. Then he stepped to the ticket counter and said he 
was in the reverend’s party and would take the call. Shawn enjoyed the 
puzzled look on his face when he found that no one was on the line. 
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Shawn collected his duffel and headed back into the night. 
* 

He arrived at the bus station at about 9:30. Here his task was simpler, as 
he quickly spotted the man from the library who had helped the large man 
chase him. He crept away, feeling angry and trapped. The airport was the last 
possibility, but he knew there were few flights out of Greenville’s minor 
airport, and they were very expensive. And he couldn’t imagine that his father 
would guard the train and bus stations, and leave the airport open for him to 
use. 

Without making any clear decision, his feet carried him back toward the 
railroad yard. It was the one place in town where he still felt safe. He knew 
he would be welcome in Todd’s apartment, but the fact that his pursuers had 
found him right across the street in the soul food restaurant made him feel 
uncomfortable with the idea. And he had already said good-bye to Todd. No, 
he didn’t want to go backwards, he wanted out of Greenville, South Carolina, 
and he wanted out that night. 

The little cafe by the railroad yard was still open, so he went inside and 
ordered a hamburger. He had a hunch it was going to be a long night, and his 
partial chicken dinner was quickly wearing off. 

As he ate, he thought of hitch hiking, but decided that doing so would 
make him too vulnerable to his father’s hired hands. He had never done it, 
and Charlie at the mission had told him that it could take hours to get each 
ride. 

He thought of riding the rails, but remembered the old man who had fed 
him beans and hot dogs telling him that it could be very dangerous, and that 
he should do it with an experienced friend the first time or two. 

Shawn felt like crying. He felt totally trapped. After a few moments he 
pushed his plate away from him and laid his head down on his arms, closing 
his eyes. 


I hope you'll be here someday soon! 
Your friend, 
Sarah 
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He could clearly see in his mind the end of the last letter he had received 
from Lyceum. He wanted more than anything to be there at that moment. He 
had a friend in Sarah, and a teacher in Brother Jacob. No one would bother 
him there just because he was the Reverend Tommy Mitchell’s son. 

He pulled out his Lyceum books, and while eating a piece of pie, glanced at 
some of the pictures. When he finished looking through one book, his eyes 
happened to fall on the phone number on the back cover. It was a toll-free 
number, but he had never called it before. He had never spoken to Brother 
Jacob at all, or to Sarah since leaving there almost a year and a half before. 
He couldn’t imagine how it could help him in his current dilemma, but it 
would sure be comforting to talk to one of them on the phone. And right now 
comfort was what he needed more than anything else. 

Shawn finished his pie and paid his bill. “Do you have a pay phone?” he 
asked the waitress at the cash register. 

“Yeah, right down there by the restrooms.” 

“Thanks.” 

He wandered down the hall in the direction she had indicated, and found 
the pay phone in a tiny nook that would provide complete privacy, and was 
not near any windows to the outside. It felt safe and comfortable. He set 
down his bag, pulled out the Lyceum book, and tapped in the number. 

A female voice greeted him and identified herself as Sister Larissa. 

“Hi, uh... ’'m Shawn Mitchell, and I’m calling from Greenville. I was 
wondering if Brother Jacob was anywhere around... Yes, that’s right, 
Greenville, South Carolina... Yes, he’s been my contact for more than a year 
now... Teaching a class? Oh, okay. Is little Sister Sarah there by any chance? 
I correspond with her too... She is? Great!...” 

Shawn glanced around while he waited for Sarah to come to the phone. 
Everything looked safe and quiet. 

“Sarah? This is Shawn. Remember me?... Yes, it’s really me!... You got 
my last letter? Wonderful!” 

* 

Sarah was taking the call in the Main Office at Lyceum, as she happened to 
be just outside on the Plaza when the call came in. She hadn’t talked to 
Shawn very long when she started to sense that he was in a tough situation of 
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some kind. He didn’t come out and tell her that he was trapped and being 
chased, and she didn’t have the conversational skills to draw the facts out of 
him, but she could hear the fear in his voice, and feel the despair that was 
threatening to drag him down. While she continued to talk and listen, she 
wrote a note on a pad of paper and handed it to Sister Larissa. 


Get Jacob now! 


Sister Larissa immediately rolled her chair to her communications 
console, and the white bearded, slightly over-weight man was there a minute 
later. 

“Shawn, hang on. Brother Jacob just took a break from his class, and he’s 
here!” And then covering the mouthpiece with her small hand, she turned to 
Jacob. “He’s in some kind of trouble, and he’s scared, and doesn’t know what 
to do.” 

If Jacob had heard that from just any eight-year-old, he would have taken 
it with a grain of salt. But he knew Sister Sarah well enough to know that 
when she sensed something, and went to the trouble of pulling him out of a 
class he was teaching, it was important. 

“Hello Shawn! This is Brother Jacob! How are you?... Uh huh... Uh 
huh... And what’s your plan now?... Uh huh... I sense you’re having some 
trouble with that...” 

Within five minutes, Jacob knew what Shawn was dealing with. He 
handed the phone back to Sarah and rolled over to a computer terminal. 
Within moments, he knew that Lyceum had a non-resident member about a 
fifteen minute drive from Greenville. He punched a function key and picked 
up a nearby telephone handset. 

“Brother Joseph, this is Brother Jacob at Lyceum! I have a mission for 
you. Are you able to pick someone up in Greenville in fifteen or twenty 
minutes? Great! Hold on while I get you a location.” 

Jacob rolled his chair over next to Sarah. She was keeping the 
conversation on light, happy topics to help cheer up Shawn. 

“T like the fireworks that just keep getting bigger and bigger until they fill 
the whole sky! Here’s Jacob again...” 
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“Shawn, I’ve got you a ride out of there in twenty minutes. Where shall 
they meet you?... Yes, really... All the way here, one way or another, if you 
want. We’ll work out the details as we go... Vinnie’s, by the railroad yard, on 
Market Street...” He jotted down the information as he listened. “Yes, I’ve got 
it... His name is Brother Joseph, and he’ll be wearing a Lyceum pin... Yes, the 
same symbol... Okay. Stay ready, and call again if there’s any problem. I'll 
give you back to Sarah now... You’re very welcome! See you soon!” 

He rolled back to the other phone and computer. “Joseph, it looks like it’s 
going to work. You need to leave right away, so let’s make this quick. Your 
authorization code is Hound Dog... Good, and your mission number is 23- 
167... 


bed 


* 

When Shawn finished talking to Sarah and slowly hung up the telephone, 
he could hardly believe how his luck had just changed. He had a ride out of 
Greenville that would be there in less than fifteen minutes, and he felt a 
thousand times better after talking to Sarah and Brother Jacob. 

He stepped outside the cafe, duffel over his shoulder, and took a deep 
breath of the night air that was finally starting to cool off a little. He had 
friends, friends who would help him, and he would soon be gone from this 
town that had become nothing but a trap. He looked around, noticed the 
grocery store three blocks away, and thought it would be nice to have 
something to share with the man who was picking him up. He judged he 
could make a purchase and be back at the little restaurant in about ten 
minutes. 

Shawn arrived at the store just a couple of minutes later, set his bag by the 
ice machine, and headed for the snack aisle. He quickly selected a bag of 
chips, and then decided a box of nice candies would also be fun. The moment 
he stepped out of the snack aisle, he came to a sudden stop, as he was face to 
face with the large man from the library and another man. 

He dropped the chips, turned, and ran, just as the men recognized him 
and ran after. Shawn dashed down the snack aisle, and one of the men ran 
behind. Turning and running along the meat counter, Shawn spotted the 
other man ahead of him, so he turned into another aisle. 

He got to the end of that aisle and started down another, but skidded to a 
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stop when he saw the large man in front of him. He turned, but there was the 
other man. He was trapped, and they were closing in on him. 

Suddenly the store manager and two stockers entered the aisle, pushed 
past one of the men, and surrounded Shawn. 

“WHAT is going on here?” the manager demanded. “Why are you chasing 
this fellow?” 

“He’s arun-away. We're helping his father find him,” the large man said. 

“Ym an ADULT, and I can PROVE it!” Shawn screamed, red faced and out 
of breath. 

The manager thought for a moment. “Are you police of any kind?” he 
asked the large man. 

The large man said nothing. 

“Do you have any legal authority over this young man?” 

The large man still said nothing. 

“Okay, kid, you’re out of here.” 

Shawn dashed for the front of the store, grabbed his duffel bag, and 
disappeared into the night. 

“Don’t EVER try that in my store again!” the manager warned the two men 
before they left. 

Shawn ran as best he could with his bag pounding against his side. He 
went straight toward the little cafe, hoping with his last hope that his ride 
would be there. When he arrived, out of breath and ready to drop, the cafe 
was closed, but a sports car was parked in front, the motor running and the 
lights on. A stout blond man of about forty was standing beside the car. 
Shawn ran up to him, breathing hard, and looked at him. There, on his lapel, 
was the Lyceum symbol. 

“Tm... Shawn!” he gasped out between desperate breaths. 

“I’m Brother Joseph, Shawn.” 

Joseph took Shawn’s duffel bag, put it into the back seat, and held the door 
so Shawn could climb into the front passenger seat. Just then the two men 
who had been chasing Shawn ran up and abruptly stopped about ten feet from 
the car. The Lyceum member looked at the men and smiled confidently. 

“It’s a different game now. Good time for us all to head home.” 

Then Brother Joseph got into the driver’s seat, closed his door, and moved 
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the powerful sports car onto the street, leaving the men standing there. 

Shawn said nothing for several minutes. He was catching his breath, 
listening to the pounding of his heart return to normal, and watching the 
streets of Greenville flash by and disappear behind the sports car that was 
moving as fast as speed limits would allow, maybe a little faster. 

As soon as they had left the center of town behind them, Shawn turned 
around to see if they were being followed. There was a truck a little ways 
back, but it soon turned a corner. They continued along the arterial that 
promised to become U.S. Highway 29, and Shawn continued to look behind 
them every few minutes. 

When they had finally left the city behind entirely and were driving along a 
four lane highway between hills and fields, Shawn finally spoke. 

“Where... are we going?” 

“My house is only about ten minutes from here, in a little place called 
Greer,” Brother Joseph explained. “When we get there, we can call up Brother 
Jacob and make a plan.” 

A minute later, all the fear and frustration that Shawn had been feeling 
and holding inside for many days began to bubble up to the surface, and he 
started softly crying as he sat there in the passenger seat. Brother Joseph 
didn’t say anything, but placed a reassuring hand on the lad’s knee, while he 
continued to guide the sports car away from the vicinity of Greenville, South 
Carolina at a high rate of speed. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 33: A Badly Needed Lift 


By the time Brother Joseph’s sports car had entered his long gravel 
driveway in the country outside Greer, South Carolina, Shawn’s tears had 
flowed as much as they would under the circumstances, and he had dried his 
face with a cloth. 

As soon as they pulled up to the modest house, at least six hound dogs 
surrounded the car and began baying loudly. Shawn was soon laughing for 
the first time in days as he attempted, with little success, to get out of the car. 
Brother Joseph shooed them all away in a deep, booming voice, and Shawn 
was finally able to get his duffel bag and walk to the house. 

Brother Joseph and his wife and three children made Shawn welcome and 
comfortable with munchies, a hot shower, and a cozy bed made up on the 
couch. Sensing the volatility of the situation, they didn’t press Shawn for 
details about his plight. Shawn talked to Brother Jacob again on the 
telephone, and when he was asked what he wanted to do next, he answered 
with confidence that he wanted to come to Lyceum, if for no other reason, just 
to put as much distance as possible between himself and Greenville, South 
Carolina. 

* 

The following day, after an early but filling breakfast, Brother Joseph’s 
wife kissed her husband as he headed off to work in the sports car. Shawn 
and the three children were loaded into the family’s station wagon, and she 
drove them first through the green hills and forests to Asheville, North 
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Carolina, then over the Appalachian Mountains to Knoxville, Tennessee. 
Shawn insisted on buying lunch for the family, before they continued toward 
Nashville. He thoroughly enjoyed the trip — he had never had brothers or 
sisters to play with on a car trip, and was making up for lost time with every 
imaginable game, riddle, and joke, and at the same time giving Brother 
Joseph’s wife a break from parenting responsibilities. 

As evening descended, Shawn was delivered to a tiny house on the 
outskirts of Nashville, where a slender black lady named Sister Mary Jane and 
her daughter lived. After many hugs and farewells, Brother Joseph’s family 
left to visit relatives. 

Shawn was at first uncomfortable in the little house. He had assumed that 
all Lyceum members were at least middle class. But after he became aware of 
the beauty and comfort that Sister Mary Jane had created with simple and 
inexpensive materials, including altars and shrines, study nooks and play 
lofts, he began to relax. And after he had experienced the tasty southern feast 
that she prepared in her tiny kitchen, which centered around the best fried 
chicken he had ever had, he began to realize that his assumption was quite out 
of line. 

* 

The next morning, the little girl roused him at the crack of dawn. Sister 
Mary Jane was already throwing supplies in the back of her old pickup. They 
ate hominy grits with honey and cream, and then piled into the truck. 

She bumped along narrow back roads that crossed rivers on old wooden 
bridges, and told Shawn all about the many delights of western Tennessee. 
They crossed a wide finger of Kentucky Lake, and ate lunch in the little town 
of Wickliffe, from which they could see the confluence of the Ohio and 
Mississippi Rivers. Twice that day they passed over or under Interstate 
highways, but never did Sister Mary Jane seek an on-ramp. 

As the sun set beyond the great river, they rattled into a suburb just short 
of St. Louis. 

Shawn could only laugh at himself silently when Sister Mary Jane pulled 
up in front of a split-level suburban mansion and shared a hearty embrace 
with the clean cut white gentleman who met her in the driveway. All the 
boxes and bags in the back of the truck came inside, and a tow truck soon 
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appeared to haul the little pickup away for a complete tune-up and whatever 
else it might need. 

Brother Bob drove them by some of the night time sights of St. Louis, and 
then took them to a dark and plush dining room for steak and lobster. For the 
first time since leaving Greenville, Shawn began to talk about some of his 
experiences after leaving home. He hoped they wouldn’t ask him his father’s 
name. They didn’t. 

* 

The next morning Shawn awoke to the aromas of Sister Mary Jane cooking 
breakfast. By eight o’clock he and Brother Bob were climbing into a small 
twin engine private plane at a nearby airport. It had already been flight- 
checked, fueled, and loaded with an ice chest full of snacks. They headed 
across the Great Plains at two hundred and fifty miles per hour. 

It turned out that Brother Bob liked low level flying, so as they crossed the 
farmlands of Missouri, Kansas, and eastern Colorado, Shawn had a close up 
look at the bread basket of America, sometimes so close he thought he could 
reach out of the plane’s window and grab a few wheat stalks. The pilot talked 
about all his favorite events at Lyceum, and Shawn soon realized that he did 
not yet fully understand all of Lyceum’s many projects and missions. 

“Brother Bob, I was wondering... do you know how Lyceum ever came to 
have both religious and scientific facilities? I’ve never heard of any other 
place that tried to combine the two.” 

“Interesting combination, isn’t it? Science and Religion, most people 
would agree, are the two major ways we have of looking at our universe. And, 
of course, universe means that which there is only one of. That means they 
are both, in essence, trying to do the same job. You with me so far?” 

“Um... yes. That all makes sense.” 

“Religion came first, because we needed to believe that our existence had 
meaning. Then we needed a better understanding of God’s physical creation, 
the stage upon which our mortal drama is enacted, so Science was developed. 
There are even newer methodologies that make both Religion and Science 
look archaic.” 

“You mean like Phenomenology?” 

“Yes, and others. Each method of seeing the universe seems to go through 
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a childhood of believing that they are the only valid game in town, and then a 
slow maturation process that allows each, after hundreds or thousands of 
years, to begin accepting the commonalities they have with the other 
methods. Both Science and Religion have come up against some problems in 
the last century or two, and they have begun, slowly, to accept the fact that 
they need each other. Facilitating that process is one of Lyceum’s purposes.” 

“Gosh, all that sure does makes you look at the Big Picture, doesn’t it?” 

Brother Bob chuckled. “Yes, and every time you think you can see the Big 
Picture, you discover you have to take another step back, and see how that fits 
into an even Bigger Picture.” 

Shawn smiled, and then his eyes became wide as Brother Bob swooped the 
little plane between two hills. 

* 

When they landed at the airport in Denver, the thermometer was trying for 
a record at one hundred and twelve degrees Fahrenheit. Brother Bob 
announced that he would be renting a car to go into town for business, but 
that Shawn would be heading west with another member. They had hardly 
entered the pleasantly cool airport lobby when a tall American Indian man 
with long black hair introduced himself as Brother Dancing Raven. Shawn 
thanked Brother Bob, who headed for the rent-a-car counter, and then the 
reverend’s son and the Indian man climbed into a tiny sedan that sped 
through the city and up into the Rocky Mountains. 

The air cooled as they climbed, and when they had reached eight thousand 
feet, it had actually become pleasant. They stopped at a little restaurant in an 
old trailer beside the road, and over fry bread and beans, Shawn recounted his 
adventures leaving home, working at the mission, and being chased all over 
his home town. With the distance, both spatial and temporal, that Shawn 
now had from those events, they seemed almost like a funny but slightly sick 
joke. Brother Dancing Raven took it all very seriously, and empathized 
completely with the emotions Shawn had felt at the time. They ate ice cream, 
and then continued across the mountains. 

Night and the Utah border were at hand when Shawn’s host finally pulled 
the little car onto a dirt road that he knew, bumped along to a flat sandy place 
that could not be seen from the highway, and stopped. They gathered 
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firewood and soon had a cheery little blaze over which to roast hot dogs and 
drink a tea that the Indian made from the leaves of a nearby bush. 

Shawn unrolled his sleeping bag and Dancing Raven pulled one out of the 
trunk of the car. They were soon gazing up at a sky full of countless millions 
of stars. Shawn spoke of the variety of people who had given him rides so far, 
and Brother Dancing Raven assured him that the variety would be even 
greater when he reached Lyceum. After several minutes of silence, during 
which the sky became even blacker and the stars seemed to redouble their 
numbers, Shawn asked a question that had been worrying him for a long time. 

“Has a Lyceum member ever been kicked out for something they 
believed?” 

Brother Dancing Raven rolled the thought around in his head for a 
moment. “No... and yes.” 

Shawn kept silent, hoping an elaboration would be forthcoming. 

“No... as long as your beliefs are in your own head, or practiced quietly on 
your own time, or respectfully shared with other members who want to hear 
about them.” 

Shawn waited to hear the other side of the coin. 

“Yes... in a very few cases in which a member’s beliefs have included the 
imperative that they push them onto other people who haven’t expressed an 
interest.” 

“Thanks,” Shawn said. 

Then, as he lay gazing up at the star-studded sky, he became aware of the 
mind-boggling complexity of the scene over his head. It was not, as he had 
always assumed, a collection of randomly spaced pin-points of light. It had 
depth, and texture, and structure, and every time he tried to look at two 
adjacent stars, he saw, or sensed, an even fainter star between them. 

Then he thought about Brother Dancing Raven’s two answers to his 
question. All his life he had been taught that the Christian gospel, as 
understood by his family’s church, was right for everyone... and it should be 
preached to everyone. If they didn’t listen, or did listen but didn’t accept the 
message, as presented, something was wrong with them. 

As Shawn gazed thoughtfully at the magnificent starry sky above, 
something didn’t feel right about that concept he had been taught. Some little 
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voice within seemed to be trying to tell him something. The message of that 
voice was, for the most part, beyond Shawn’s understanding at that moment, 
but one key thought came through and lodged itself securely in his memory. 

As Shawn drifted off to sleep, he vaguely remembered hearing foreign 
languages and seeing colorful clothes from other countries during his one 
brief visit to the place toward which he was now journeying. And he knew, 
with an understanding that bordered on sublime faith, that the truth would 
always be more complex... and more beautiful... than any human parent could 
convey, or any earthly church could teach. 

* 

The next morning after corn mush and tea, they resumed their journey 
across the desert prairies of eastern Utah. By ten o’clock the day had become 
blistering hot, and it was only worse when they crossed the mountains and 
dropped down into Salt Lake City. Shawn bought lunch for them at a place 
that promised air conditioning and stocked plenty of cold drinks and desserts. 

After lunch, Brother Dancing Raven delivered Shawn to a Best Western 
Motel and said good-bye, needing to meet his father in a southern Wyoming 
town by that evening. As soon as Shawn checked in, he learned that the room 
was already paid for, and that there was a message for him. It was from 
Brother Jacob, telling him that his next ride would be there at nine o’clock the 
following morning. 

With only slight reluctance, Shawn decided to explore the city. As he 
strode down the sidewalk, a chuckle escaped him as he imagined his father’s 
men still watching the bus and train stations in Greenville, while he wandered 
freely in about the last place his father would think to look. Yet he could still 
taste the fear and anger that he had so recently left behind in his home town. 

He enjoyed being alone that afternoon and evening, looking at the 
Mormon Temple and walking through a museum of church history and art, 
sipping cold drinks at a restaurant near the motel, and swimming in the 
motel’s pool at three different times. He went to bed with the air conditioner 
on low and a heavy chest of drawers pushed against the door. 

* 

The next morning he had gone for a swim and eaten a hearty breakfast at a 

local cafe by nine o’clock. A few minutes later the phone in his room buzzed, 
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and the caller apologized for leaving him alone for a night, but couldn’t get 
down from Pocatello, Idaho any sooner. 

A half hour later he was heading toward the Bonneville Salt Flats of 
western Utah in the plush luxury car of Sister Linda, who managed several 
large corporations in Idaho, Utah, and Nevada, but who loved to get away 
from the board room routine to visit the Lyceum campus or join an 
international mission. 

On that particular day she had no responsibilities, was wearing scant 
clothing and sandals, and had her hair back in a pony tail. Shawn thought she 
looked more like a school girl than a corporate executive. 

They spent the next few hours crossing northern Nevada and talking about 
all the churches that either of them knew anything about. Shawn had never 
before met a person who had no religious loyalties, but could joke about them 
all. They ate a filling late lunch at a Basque restaurant in Winnemucca, and 
then headed north toward Oregon. 

“I’m pretty sure I want to be in the next Lyceum evaluation week,” Shawn 
said. “Is there anything you can tell me about the process?” 

Sister Linda laughed. “I was on an evaluation team last year. That was a 
heavier responsibility than I have ever felt in the corporate business world. 
It’s an intense week for the prospective members, but it’s more like three 
weeks of reading, studying, conferring, praying, meditating, scribbling, and 
sweating for the team.” 

“Brother Jacob told me something similar,” Shawn said thoughtfully. 

She laughed. “Jacob was on the team that rejected me the first time I 
applied. Even so, I love him dearly.” 

“You... had to do it twice?” 

“Yes, with a year of study and service in between. But I realize that’s not 
what you wanted to hear about. Let me think. You are about to experience 
more methods of finding out what a person is made of than you ever knew 
existed...” 

For the next hour, Sister Linda gave Shawn many tips for getting through 
the evaluation week at Lyceum unscathed. The sun was sinking low as they 
pulled into the tiny town of Fields, Oregon, in which the temperature was just 
beginning to come down from its high of one hundred and eighteen degrees. 
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“But I want to leave you with the knowledge that evaluation weeks are a 
fun and rewarding experience for everyone, except a very few immature 
individuals who slip by our pre-screening process. The members of Lyceum 
all remember their evaluation weeks with fondness.” 

Sister Linda parked the car and checked into one of the four motel rooms 
at the only place in town. They drank milk shakes at the little cafe, which was 
no more than an add-on to the small grocery store, and then strolled around a 
group of huge shade trees that had been planted in pioneer days. Sister Linda 
loved the quiet and slow pace of tiny desert communities. They were her 
retreats from the corporate world when she didn’t have time to go all the way 
to Lyceum. 

Just as the sun was setting and the heat was starting to taper off, the throb 
of rotor blades was heard, and the entire population of twelve or thirteen 
people came out to watch the helicopter land right in front of the little store. 
Three passengers got out and headed for the cafe. The pilot, whose T-shirt 
advertised High Desert Air Service, was obviously old friends with the store 
owner. The two men began filling gas cans at the town’s lone pump to fuel the 
bird. Sister Linda told Shawn that a member would meet him at the airport 
near the city of Bend, and then she wished him farewell. 

When the passengers had finished their cold drinks and the pilot had 
completed the fueling of the helicopter, he stowed Shawn’s duffel bag. The 
passengers, who now numbered four, took their seats. Shawn soon learned 
that the other passengers, just a little older than himself, were college 
students returning from a kayaking trip on the wild Owyhee River in 
southeastern Oregon. He enjoyed listening to them talk about their 
adventures and near-catastrophes, their moments of excitement and their 
hours of solitude so profound it was almost frightening. 

The desert below them soon faded to a gray shadow as night set in, and 
their eyes were drawn to the silhouette of the Cascade Mountains against the 
orange western sky. By the time the evening sky had darkened, they were 
almost at the base of those mountains, and preparing to land at the Bend- 
Redmond Airport. 

Shawn thanked the pilot, and asked if his passage had been paid for. As 
Shawn expected, it had been. 
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As soon as he entered the small airport building, a very muscular black 
man, with a tiny Lyceum pin on the pocket of his sports shirt, greeted Shawn 
and showed him to his vehicle, which turned out to be a small motor home. 

Brother Arnold was a resident member of Lyceum, he explained as they 
drove north and then west, but was just returning from his vacation, which 
had consisted of a solid month of the most wonderful rock climbing and cave 
exploring he had ever experienced. They stopped for a late snack in a resort 
town at the very edge of the mountains, and Shawn became aware that he was 
rapidly approaching his destination. As they made their way over the 
Cascades, Brother Arnold told Shawn all about his adventures in the lava 
tubes of eastern Oregon, and he did so in such an animated fashion, with 
gestures and sound effects, colorful language and interesting technical 
explanations, that Shawn was entranced the entire time. 

Close to midnight on that warm day in mid-July, a year and a half after 
Shawn’s first visit to Lyceum, he was riding down the same stretch of forested 
back road, in the same direction, that he had once traveled with his parents. 
Both he and Brother Arnold were talked out and were listening to the radio 
playing softly. Shawn thought he spotted the pull-off where the Cadillac had 
gotten stuck in the mud. He was sure he recognized the speed limit sign that 
had captured their attention so long ago. Then, as they rounded the last curve 
in the road and he could see the lighted sign at the entrance to Lyceum, tears 
almost came to his eyes. 

Brother Arnold parked the vehicle and guided Shawn in through the 
Residential Lobby, saying he would unload the motor home in the morning. 
They walked together through the enclosed walkway to the Main Office, and 
there, perched on a counter, talking to the other Sister on duty, was a young 
girl, almost nine-years-old, with scar tissue on the right side of her face, 
looking quite a bit more grown up than the last time he had seen her. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 34: Welcome Interlude 


When Shawn arrived at Lyceum in the wee hours of Wednesday morning, 
just three days before the next evaluation week was scheduled to start, Liberty 
was in the middle of her atonement process, and Sarah was still spending 
most of her days with Mrs. Hutchinson. Ashley had not yet arrived. 

Shawn, however, was quite content to be near the one friend he 
remembered from his first visit, in a place where he felt sure he would be 
treated with respect. The smile on his face revealed the relief and happiness 
he felt at that moment. 

“Sister Samantha, this is Shawn, my pen pal!” Sarah said to the lady of 
about fifty who was sitting at a computer console. “He’s here for the 
evaluation week.” 

“Hello, Shawn! I didn’t know any of the prospective members were 
arriving this early, but it’s no problem.” 

“It was kind of an emergency transportation thing that Brother Jacob set 
up,” Sarah said. “I think Shawn’s file explains it.” 

“Oh, yes, here it is. Well, you had an exciting trip across the country!” 

“Yes I did,” Shawn said. “I met some of the non-resident members.” 

“T see you got to ride with Sister Mary Jane! How is she? I haven’t seen 
her in over a year. We used to have some of the most wonderful discussions 
about existentialism.” 

Shawn made a quick mental adjustment as he imagined Sister Mary Jane 
rattling along the back roads of Tennessee in her old truck discussing 
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existentialism. He had only recently learned what the word meant. It was, if 
not forbidden, at least a non-topic in his father’s house. 

“She’s fine. Wonderful little house she has!” Shawn said, remembering her 
excellent cooking. 

“Let me see here. We could just put you in the dorm that the evaluation 
group will be using... oops, no we can’t — someone has it reserved tomorrow 
through Friday. Well, I’ll just have to give you a single, and you can move into 
the dorm on Saturday. Would you show your friend to Guyon’s Cave please, 
Sarah?” 

“Sure!” 

Shawn smiled. It was the second time he had been shown to a Lyceum 
Lodge room by Sister Sarah. The first time had ended in tragedy. He vowed 
to himself that this time, nothing was going to stain the experience, no one 
was going to say nasty things to little Sarah, and he was going to see the 
Dining Hall, and the Art Gallery, and numerous other things that he had read 
about in the books Brother Jacob had sent him. 

Shawn picked up his duffel bag and together they walked to the center of 
the Main Lobby, which contained only one couple talking softly and one other 
person reading. Some nice piano music was playing softly over unseen 
speakers. Sarah stopped at the sculptured fountain in the center of the huge 
room. 

“Can you see all three of Lyceum’s missions in it?” she asked. 

Shawn walked slowly around the fountain. He could see churches and 
cathedrals, holy books and tablets, Greek and Roman Gods and Christian 
angels. “The religious mission is easy to see!” He continued around the pool 
at the fountain’s base, and could see a telescope, a microscope, test tubes, and 
a computer. “I see the Scientific Research mission!” But even though he 
walked around it twice more, the third mission remained hidden. “Sorry, I 
can’t see International Services at all.” 

“You’re too close!” Sarah said, and walked with him about half of the 
distance to the archway that led to the Lodge. They turned around and looked 
back at the fountain. 

Shawn could then clearly see that the entire sculpture was an abstract 
globe of the planet, with the many religious and scientific symbols acting as 
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bridges between the countries and continents on the globe. Shawn smiled, 
and Sarah could tell that he was seeing it. They continued into the corridor. 

“I wish I could give you a tour tomorrow, but I want to spend the day with 
someone who will probably die soon,” Sarah said. 

Shawn was slightly amazed at how easily little Sarah spoke about an 
impending death, without any attempt to sugar-coat the words she was using. 
And yet he didn’t feel she was making light of it either. 

“Hopefully Brother Jacob will be free sometime tomorrow,” she continued. 

“I hope so. I haven’t met him yet,” Shawn said, “even though I feel like 
he’s already a good friend.” 

They passed through the lobby of the Lodge and soon came to a short little 
wooden door labeled Guyon’s Cave. “TI love this little room,” Sarah said as she 
tapped a number into the lock’s keypad. “Now you can key it.” 

Shawn punched in his favorite number, and the door opened. 

It did indeed look like a cave inside, with walls and ceiling of simulated 
rock, and a small table that was a real boulder with a fairly flat top. The floor 
was uneven, and a little bed was tucked into a rocky alcove. A simple wooden 
desk with a candle in a holder completed the furnishings. 

“T like it!” Shawn said. “Perfect for someone who just left home and is 
trying to figure out God’s will!” 

Sarah smiled. “I'll leave a message for Brother Jacob that you're here. 
He'll send someone to get you for breakfast. Good night!” she said, stepping 
out into the corridor. 

“Good night! And thank you... thank you very much!” 

Shawn spent half an hour unpacking his duffel and realizing how relaxed 
he felt now that he was there, at Lyceum. And as an adult no one could tell 
him that he should be somewhere else. His bits of camping equipment 
seemed perfectly natural in the cave-like room, but he left his sleeping bag 
rolled up. He didn’t even feel greatly concerned with the upcoming evaluation 
week. They would accept him or they wouldn’t, as God’s will dictated. 

Soon he started to yawn, so he got himself ready and crawled into the cozy 
little bed in the rocky alcove in Guyon’s Cave. 


* 


At seven o’clock the next morning, the sun was angling through a window 
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set deep in the simulated rock wall, and Shawn had the little book from his 
grandmother open on the stone table when he heard a knock at his door. He 
opened it and a white-bearded gnome of a man about sixty was standing 
there. 

“Shawn! I’m Jacob,” he said, thrusting out his hand. 

“Um... good morning!” Shawn said with a hint of timidity, taking the man’s 
hand. 

“Will you have breakfast with me? I’m sorry that Sarah’s not free today.” 

“Uh... sure. She told me she had to spend today with someone.” 

“Neat little room, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah. I like it a lot! Ill get my wallet.” 

“You won't need it. You’re Lyceum’s guest, and even though we can’t make 
good with your father right now, we at least need to show you our hospitality, 
without rainstorms or premature departures!” 

Shawn chuckled, recalling the still slightly painful memory of his first visit 
to Lyceum. 

“T have this morning free if you’d like a tour from an old man who walks a 
bit slower than you do...” 

“T like walking slowly,” Shawn said. “I’m just not quite used to the idea 
that I can go anywhere I want.” 

“There’s a lot to see and do. Let’s start with the Dining Hall. I could eat a 
bear!” 

Shawn laughed as he pulled the door to his cave closed. He discovered he 
was quite hungry also, and over a tasty breakfast, Brother Jacob made 
suggestions about how Shawn should use his three and a half days of free time 
before the evaluation week began. He gave Shawn coupons for the Dining 
Hall, a pass to the Recreation Center, and wrote out a schedule of when they 
would be able to spend time together. 

After breakfast, Brother Jacob had a pretty good idea of what Shawn most 
wanted to see. They started by walking through the Ecumenical Temple. It 
was not being used, and Shawn’s eyes were big as he imagined it full of people 
during one of Lyceum’s inspirational services. Jacob smiled, and then guided 
him to the observation walkway in the Hall of Shrines. 

After going up a short flight of steps, Shawn found that the dark walkway 
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completely encircled the building, with the inside wall made of glass so that 
they could look down upon the many shrines and chapels without disturbing 
the people within. 

Shawn gazed down in silence. He had just recently started to learn about 
other Christian sects — but he knew next to nothing about the other religions 
of the world. There they were, all of them, side by side, all receiving about the 
same amount of space... all decorated and furnished to about the same 
standard... all very beautiful... and most of them being used even as he 
watched. 

He soon noticed little placards attached to the glass that identified the 
different religions and sects, told in which part of the world they were 
primarily practiced, and gave a brief description of each. The Protestant 
Christian chapel was very familiar to him, but he gazed long at the beauty of 
the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox chapels. 

Then came sections devoted to Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, and 
shrines of many smaller faiths. Shawn marveled at their beauty, but knew 
that his understanding of their beliefs was tiny, and what little he did know 
had come from sources that were attempting to discredit them as untrue 
religions. Taoism, Confucianism, and Shinto were there also, and it occurred 
to Shawn that he was looking at the religious trappings of the vast majority of 
the people of the world. He felt a deep down longing to learn about them all. 

Shawn was quiet as they wandered into the Research Complex. But his 
excitement soon returned as they walked through the Library and the 
Museum. He peered at artifacts and exhibits about many of the key events of 
both Religion and Science, and was fascinated by a number of displays that 
told about those areas where the two institutions had already found common 
ground — nuclear physics and Hinduism, cosmology and Judaism, psychology 
and Christianity, medicine and Islam. 

Next they walked down a corridor lined with murals that depicted all of 
known history and cosmology. Shawn was fascinated, and would have spent 
hours there if Brother Jacob had not wanted to show him the laboratories 
before he had to leave Shawn and go to work. 

They peered through the observation windows of the many different labs, 
most of which had several groups of people working in them, and students 
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coming and going every few minutes. While they were looking into the 
Physics and Astronomy Lab, Brother Jacob waved through the glass at a 
white-haired man of about eighty, who motioned for them to come in. 

Shawn soon discovered that in order to get into the lab, they had to go 
through a series of little rooms. The first room had places to hang up coats 
and other unnecessary items. The second blew a strong blast of air over them 
to remove most of the dust and lint from their clothing. In the third they put 
on white lab coats, combed their hair, and washed their hands. Finally they 
could step into the laboratory. 

The white-haired man greeted them. “Hello, Jacob! Hello, young man! 
I’m Brother Carl.” 

“Carl! What kind of mischief are you up to today?” Brother Jacob said 
cheerfully. 

“Come over here and see. We’re looking at some new data from the Apollo 
space telescope that strongly suggests most galaxies lie in four spherical 
shells, with significant voids between them. Maybe we're at the center of the 
universe after all!” 

Brother Jacob chuckled. They stepped to a large graphic display screen 
around which several other researchers were gathered. There before them a 
three dimensional image of a very symmetrical, yet very complex universe was 
slowly taking shape. 

“God’s creation...” Shawn whispered. 

“That’s right, son,” one of the researchers said. 

After a few minutes of watching, Jacob and Carl separated themselves 
from the group. Shawn followed. 

“This is Shawn,” Brother Jacob introduced. “He’s in the next evaluation 
group, so you just might be seeing a lot more of him soon. He’s very 
interested in the relationship between Science and Religion.” 

The young man and the old man shook hands. 

“Tm honored to meet you,” Shawn said. 

“And I am likewise honored,” the white-haired man said. “If you’re 
interested in that mysterious region between the two ways of looking at the 
universe, you've come to the right place. I wish you Godspeed in your 
evaluation. Come back and visit again. I’d better go see how the data 
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presentation is progressing. It’s a test program that still has a few bugs.” 

Brother Carl went back to his work. Shawn and Jacob wandered around 
and looked at experimental stations of every description, from simple 
magnetic fields to high energy particle physics. Some seemed to be set up 
primarily for teaching and demonstrations, others were oriented to the casual 
tinkerer, and still others, like the controls and computers of Lyceum’s small 
but sensitive radio telescope, were definitely designed for serious research. 

As noon approached, Shawn and Jacob hung up their lab coats and exited 
the lab, as Brother Jacob had to go to work. 

Shawn had lunch alone. He didn’t mind — he had seen many interesting 
things and he needed some time to himself to decide what he wanted to do 
next. The buffet looked good, so he presented one of his meal coupons to the 
young man behind the counter and received a tray with all the dishes and 
silverware he needed. 

“Welcome to Lyceum,” the young man said. “Please let us know if 
anything is not just right.” 

“Thanks,” Shawn said. 

As Shawn filled his plate with strips of London Broil, real mashed 
potatoes, and a steamed vegetable medley, several images from his morning 
tour stuck in his mind: the beautiful chapels in the Hall of Shrines, the 
intricate murals in the corridor to the Laboratory Complex, and the image on 
Brother Carl’s screen of a universe organized in four spherical shells. He 
found a little table by a wall and sat down. 

As he ate, his mind drifted back to his first visit to Lyceum, a year and a 
half before. I’m sorry, Father. If there is evil here, I haven’t found it yet. 
Then, remembering what he had wanted to do the first time he had visited, 
just before his father had turned against little Sister Sarah, he decided that 
after lunch he would take a long look at the Art Gallery and the Lyceum Art 
Collection. 

* 

Shawn easily found the gallery by following the signs from the Main 
Lobby. He soon discovered that the drawings, paintings, sculptures, 
miniatures, and other works in the gallery were diverse in their themes and 
came from all over the world. But they shared several qualities: all of them 
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were interesting and fun to look at, all of them seemed to have meaning on at 
least two different levels, and all of them were high quality works of fine art. 

After he had been looking for half an hour, a tall and slender lady of about 
fifty appeared beside him. “You appreciate good art when you see it.” 

“Yes, I... I like almost everything here.” 

“Then I imagine you'll like the Lyceum Collection even more.” 

“T haven’t seen it yet, but I want to.” 

“Here is a little guidebook that will direct you and tell you something 
about each piece.” 

“Thank you.” He looked at the booklet that the lady had given him. It had 
a map of the central part of the campus, with the location of each item in the 
collection numbered. When he looked up from the booklet, the lady was gone. 
He looked around the gallery, but she wasn’t anywhere to be seen. 

Looking back at the booklet, he learned that the tour began right there in 
the gallery, where there were two pieces of the Lyceum Collection on display. 
She was right — they were even better than the gallery pieces. He headed 
down the corridor toward the Healing Arts Clinic, as the tour booklet directed, 
to find the next pieces. 

* 

Two hours later, Shawn had been through just about every building at 
Lyceum, including the Mortuary and the Welcome Center, both of which 
required going outside, in order to see the entire collection of sixty-seven 
works. He had been to a number of famous art museums in his life, and the 
collection he had just seen compared favorably, not so much in quantity, but 
definitely in quality. Re-entering the Main Lobby, he happened to glance at 
the back of the booklet. There was a small picture of the lady who had given 
him the pamphlet, and it identified her as Sister Rachael, Curator of the 
Lyceum Art Collection. 

Brother Jacob caught up with Shawn just before dinner time, so they ate 
together in the Garden Dining Room. After dinner the older member 
introduced Shawn to the various recreational opportunities that were 
available during the evening. Shawn elected to make use of the Water Sports 
Pavilion until he was pleasantly exhausted and ready for bed. 


* 
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Shawn had spent his first day at Lyceum unwinding from his cross-country 
journey and getting familiar with his new surroundings. But as Thursday 
dawned warm and golden, Shawn was in a much more thoughtful mood. He 
spent some time with Brother Jacob, and considerable time by himself in the 
many gardens of Lyceum. All day long one particular person was on his mind: 
his mother. As the day passed from morning, to noon, to afternoon, Shawn 
slowly was able to separate his father and his mother in his mind. His father 
had hurt Sister Sarah, not his mother. His father had been rude to the people 
in the Information Center, not his mother. And his father had informed him 
that if he was going to associate himself with Lyceum, then he had no claim on 
any family resources... not his mother. His mother might be completely loyal 
to his father, but she was still a separate person. 

At five o’clock, when the day’s visitors were beginning to thin out and most 
of the members were going to dinner, Shawn went to the front office, got 
plenty of change, and found a phone booth. He was happy to discover that it 
was actually a small, comfortable room. He sat down and tapped in his old 
phone number. 

“Mitchell residence...” his mother’s voice said. 

“Hi, Mom.” 

“Shawn! Where are you, Honey? Why don’t you come home?” 

Shawn was silent for a moment. “Because I’m an adult now, Mom.” He 
was glad her second question allowed him to skip the first. 

“T’ve been so worried about you, Shawn. Are you safe? Has anything bad 
happened?” 

“Nothing bad has happened to me, Mom.” Except being chased all over 
my own home town. “I am safe, and many good things have happened to 
me.” He knew he needed to go on the offensive. “How are things with you? 
How is your Sunday School class going?” 

“Oh, I don’t want to talk about myself, Shawn. Please tell me where you 
are...” she said in a pleading tone of voice. 

“Tm in a phone booth, Mom, and that’s all I can say right now. I just 
wanted you to know that I was fine, and that I don’t blame you for the things 
my father did...” 

“Your father is a good man, Shawn. He just came in — [ll put him on.” 
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Shawn could hear her calling his father to the telephone. He knew he 
wasn't ready to talk to his father, so he gently set the handset down in its 
cradle. 

The rest of that evening was spent pondering the few words Shawn had 
been able to exchange with his mother. Brother Jacob informed him that a 
movie about Saint Francis of Assisi was being shown in one of the residence 
halls. Shawn decided the movie would be a good idea — he could use some 
saintly inspiration at that moment. 

* 

Friday morning brought a clear conscience for Shawn, knowing he had 
made contact with his mother and had done his best to reassure her. He rose 
early and went for a swim, then ordered a hearty breakfast in the cafeteria and 
began to flip through the Lyceum Visitor’s Guidebook to decide what he 
wanted to do that day, his last full free day before evaluation week. His 
breakfast arrived, and he decided it would be a good day to spend some time 
in the library. 

Suddenly Sister Sarah sat down in the other seat at his table with a smirk 
on her face and pushed a basket of strawberries to him. “From my garden!” 

“Wow! They’re beautiful! You really know how to grow things!” He 
picked up a strawberry and pinched off the stem. “Mmmmm!” he said as its 
flavor hit his taste buds. 

“Mrs. Hutchinson died Wednesday afternoon. I needed to be alone 
yesterday. Would you like a companion today? Someone’s doing my chores, 
so I have lots of free time.” 

“Sure! I called my mom yesterday.” 

“How did it go?” 

“Not very well. She’s not ready to believe that I’m not a baby anymore.” 

“Does she want you to come home?” 

“Yeah.” 

“That’s sad. My mom knows I’m happy here.” 

* 

For the rest of that day, Sarah took Shawn to all of her favorite places at 
Lyceum, most of which he had not yet seen. They went out to the farm and 
zoo, and after petting animals for awhile, harvested some vegetables to take 
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into the kitchen. In the afternoon, they ran along the fitness trail together, 
and then walked one of Lyceum’s long nature trails. Sarah showed him places 
deep in the woods where no one ever went, and little shrines she had made far 
from the main gardens. 

Shawn had more fun that day than he had had in years. On that day, 
Sarah became the little sister he had never had, and he became the big brother 
she had never had. They ended the day by joining Brother Jacob and Sister 
Rachael in the large hot pool in the Water Sports Pavilion. Shawn and 
Rachael exchanged opinions on many of the works currently in the Gallery, 
while Jacob and Sarah talked about Mrs. Hutchinson’s wishes for her funeral. 

Shawn went to bed very happy that night, feeling that he had just acquired 
at least three new friends. His only regret was that he would have to move out 
of the room called Guyon’s Cave the following day. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 35: The Big Apple 


Ashley’s mother was sitting in the living room sewing when she heard 
Ashley scream from the kitchen. She dashed in to see what was wrong, only to 
find her adopted daughter jumping up and down with excitement. 

“Mom, look! I can’t believe it! Look at what Sister Heather says I can do! 
Oh, I’m so excited!” 


“Settle down, Honey, and let me read it, for goodness sake!” 


June 2nd 
Dear Ashley, 

I trust your Special Olympics experience went well, and I look forward to 
hearing about it in your next letter. 

Your last assignment, if you and your parents are comfortable with it, is 
to join a French language class that Lyceum is sponsoring. I thought this 
would be to your liking, as I remember you saying that you dreamed of 
learning foreign languages. The other students are mostly school and 
college age, and are not Lyceum members. 

It is an intensive field class that begins at the United Nations in New York 
City on June 14th, flies to Luxemburg the next day, and spends about a 
month walking between youth hostels in Luxemburg and northern France, 
returning to New York on July 13th. That will leave just enough time to get 
you home and back to Lyceum for the evaluation week on July 22nd. 

If you can get yourself to and from New York, Lyceum will take care of 
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the rest. Make your travel arrangements as soon as you can, as reserved 
seats fill quickly this time of year. I have enclosed a brochure about the class 
and a registration form for you to return to me. If you need a passport, send 
the enclosed application directly to our office in New York — we can get it 
processed quickly. 
And above all, I sure look forward to seeing you for the next evaluation 

week! 

Sincerely, 

Sister Heather 


Ashley bounced all over the house as her mother sat at the kitchen table 
and read the letter and the brochure. She pranced back in just as her mother 
was finishing. 

“Can I, Mom, can I, can I?” 

“Well, we have to run it by your father, and he and I will want to make a 
few phone calls, but I don’t see why not. Now aren’t you glad you decided to 
stick with it?” 

Ashley was finally settling down. “I have you to thank for that!” she said 
and hugged her mother tightly. 

“You're very welcome. That’s what moms are for, I guess. You have some 
work to do, don’t you?” 

“I do?” Ashley said, puzzled. She knew she had done all her chores and 
her homework. 

“You have to figure out how youre going to get to New York City only three 
days after school’s out, and make your reservations.” 

“Even before Dad says yes?” 

“Don’t worry, he'll love the idea! Especially if you can get a discount seat 
on the train!” 

Ashley grinned and reached for the phone book. 

* 

When Ashley got over the initial excitement, she quickly realized how 
much she had to do before leaving, not the least of which was to finish the 6th 
grade. For the next week, she found she had to use nearly every minute she 
wasn’t actually in school or doing her homework to visit the people she would 
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miss, and to get ready for her trip. 

She spent several evenings with Jenny in the nursing home. Jenny was 
happy for Ashley, but she had started coughing more and was having trouble 
playing her recorder because of it. Neither girl said so, but they both knew 
that this was probably Jenny’s last summer. 

She spent the night at Julie’s house twice that last week, as she couldn’t 
think of any other time she would have with the friend to whom she owed so 
much. Ashley promised her a gift from Europe and constant post cards, and 
Julie asked her to keep her eyes open for good computer programs. 

On her last afternoon at the gym, she thanked her coach for helping her 
become the state champion, and for letting her learn as much as possible 
beyond the level seven compulsory skills. She had finally let go of the 
bitterness she once felt at not being able to get elite training in her home 
town. 

On the last day of school, Ashley passed out little gifts from the dollar store 
to all her classmates. She knew that if she was accepted at Lyceum she 
wouldn’t be going to school with them again, but she kept that possibility to 
herself. She had learned her lesson about counting her chickens before they 
hatched regarding Lyceum membership. 

* 

Her mother fixed a special meal that evening, as Ashley would be leaving 
early the next morning. 

“T have the strong hunch that our adopted daughter will only be popping in 
and out from now on, Honey,” Ashley’s mother said to her husband as they 
quietly filled their plates with baked pork chops, mashed potatoes, spiced 
apple sauce, and green beans in white sauce. Ashley blushed as she selected 
the smallest pork chop to go with her large portion of salad. 

“IT knew Ashley had something special in store for her,” her father said. “I 
knew when we first met her that she was just too strong a little girl to be 
content with a simple life in Rapid City.” 

“Tm happy that we were able to give her a home,” her mother said. 

“Yes, we are very lucky parents. But she’s going to owe us something,” 
Ashley’s father said. 

“What’s that, Dear?” 
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“She’s going to have to show us this Lyceum place of hers as soon as she 
can.” 

Ashley grinned from ear to ear. “I love you guys!” 

* 

Ashley hadn’t been able to get a discount train seat, or any other kind of 
train seat, for her eastward journey. When she arrived at the bus station in 
New York City two days after leaving Rapid City, she was convinced that buses 
should only be used for short trips. Even though it was ten o’clock at night, 
she wished for a gym where she could work out all her stiff muscles. 

It wasn’t long before she found a lady in her early twenties with beautiful 
wavy blond hair holding a sign with Ashley’s name on it. 

“Hi! I’m Ashley!” 

“Welcome to New York, Ashley! My name is Tanya Martin. Is this your 
first time here?” the lady said with a definite New York accent. 

“Yes. Should I call you Sister Tanya?” Ashley asked. 

“Oh, no! I’m not one of the Lyceum people. You have to be top notch to 
get into that place! I’m just a simple secretary at the United Nations. My 
office is next to the Lyceum office and we do things for each other all the time, 
and they were short-handed with so many people coming into town so they 
asked me to help out.” 

“Thanks for meeting me. I wouldn’t have the foggiest idea how to find the 
place from here.” 

“Tt’s not hard to get around in Manhattan once you get to know the place,” 
Tanya said as they headed out of the bus station. “We could walk to U.N. 
Headquarters from here if it wasn’t so late. Ill show you how to ride the 
subway — it’s easy.” 

Right outside the bus station they descended wide steps that took them 
deep underground, and Tanya was soon explaining the subway route map to 
Ashley. “So as you can see, we’re going to have to change trains from the 23rd 
Street line to the First Avenue line. See how that works?” 

“Yeah! That’s easy!” 

“We'll make a New Yorker out of you in no time!” 

“T don’t know about that!” Ashley countered. 

Tanya produced subway tokens from a little pouch at her waist and they 
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went through the turnstiles and down more stairs. 

“How deep are the subways, anyhow?” Ashley wondered out loud. 

“We're almost there, but I’ll show you one of New York’s secrets when we 
get to the platform.” 

They finally came to the tracks deep underground. Tanya led Ashley along 
the platform until they were nearing the far end and the lights were getting 
scarcer, and most of those were flickering. Ashley nearly jumped out of her 
skin as a subway train suddenly burst from the tunnel in front of them and 
screeched to a stop at the platform. As soon as she had recovered, she stared 
in amusement at the graffiti covered cars. 

“What happened to them?” 

“Oh, that’s our trade mark. People come from all over the world to see our 
subway cars! Well, not really. There’s just no practical way to stop people 
from doing it, so we live with it.” 

“Shouldn’t we get on?” Ashley asked, some concern in her voice. 

“No hurry. There’s one every ten minutes.” 

“Really? Even this late?” 

“This isn’t late for New York! I think they cut the runs in half at about 
midnight.” 

They continued walking along the ill-lighted platform as the doors on the 
subway closed. It quickly accelerated into the darkness of the far tunnel. 
Ashley was walking backwards to watch it depart and almost ran into a steel 
post. 

“Watch your head! Here’s what I wanted to show you.” 

At the very end of the platform a fence blocked their way, but they could 
peer through into the darkness. Ashley could hear a faint rumbling sound. 

“Here comes a 7th Street train. Watch!” Tanya said. 

The rumbling sound came nearer. Suddenly Ashley could see by the 
subway’s own lights that it wasn’t on the same track they were standing 
beside, but even deeper underground and going cross-wise to their track. 
Where one tunnel went over the other, there was no solid floor beside the 
upper tracks, just occasional steel beams, and a person could see — or fall — 
right through to the lower level. 

“And there are even deeper levels than that!” Tanya said with mystery and 
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fascination in her voice. “And below those are old abandon levels, and below 
those are old water mains that are no longer used, and supposedly below that 
are natural caverns, but I hear it gets pretty wet down there.” 

“How come all the buildings and everything don’t fall into the tunnels?” 
Ashley asked, her eyes wide with wonder as she tried to imagine all the layers. 

“Because it’s all in solid rock.” 

“There’s a person down there!” Ashley said, pointing, as she caught a 
glimpse of someone carrying a lantern next to the deeper 7th Street track. 

“People lurk around in these old tunnels all the time, even live in them. 
It’s kind of like a strata of culture in our city that the tourists never see!” 

“Strange!” Ashley said. “Have you ever been down there?” 

Tanya chuckled. “No, but my boyfriend has. He works for the water 
department and can tell some spooky tales about stuff down there.” 

Her mention of a boyfriend briefly brought the memory of Chad back to 
Ashley's mind. She quickly brushed it away as another rumbling sound 
approached. 

“Here’s a train we can take. Seen enough?” 

“Um... sure,” Ashley said, and headed with Tanya back to the center of the 
platform, but the mystery of the tunnels and the brief memory of Chad were 
still coloring her thoughts. 

The graffiti covered train screeched to a halt and the doors all snapped 
open simultaneously. People poured out, and the instant they were out of the 
way, those waiting to get on bustled into the cars. Knowing how soon the 
doors would snap shut again, Tanya grabbed Ashley’s arm and pulled her in. 
The doors closed right behind Ashley. 

“Whoa. Gotta be on your toes in this town!” Ashley said. 

Tanya chuckled. “You got it, kid!” 

The train quickly accelerated to full speed and Ashley grabbed a nearby 
pole. 

“And you have to watch your stations. No one tells you when to get off, 
and there’s no one to answer questions. You could go ‘round and ‘round for 
hours if you didn’t pay attention!” 

Ashley laughed at the thought. 

“Here’s another route map. We get off in two more stations.” 
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At that moment the subway train emerged from its tunnel beside another 
lighted platform. 

“See, you can always check the name of the station youre at on the walls. 
This is the 4th Street station.” 

“Uh huh,” Ashley said, taking it all in, and bracing herself against the 
deceleration. The doors opened, closed, and they were soon moving again. 

They dashed out at the next station, descended some stairs, and found the 
First Avenue line. Two stations later they got off again, climbed three flights 
of stairs, and Ashley stood in awe as she gazed at the huge complex of 
beautifully lighted buildings and fountains, gardens and rows of fluttering 
flags that were directly across the street from them, all standing out brilliantly 
against the darkness of the river beyond. 

“There she is, Ashley. Headquarters of our puny little world.” 

“Tt’s fantastic!” Ashley said in barely a whisper. 

After they had stood for several minutes just taking in the majesty of the 
United Nations Headquarters, Tanya touched Ashley on the shoulder. 

“The place I’m supposed to deliver you to is just a couple of blocks from 
here. Want to get a snack first?” 

“Um... sure,” Ashley said, reluctantly tearing her eyes away from the 
sparkling buildings. “What can we get around here?” 

“Just about anything you could want, at any hour of the day or night! 
That’s one of the nice things about New York. How about frozen yogurt?” 

“Sounds good. It’s hot in those subways!” 

“I know! Over there’s a good place!” Tanya said, pointing, and they dashed 
across a street before the light changed. 

Over dishes of amaretto cheesecake frozen yogurt, Tanya told Ashley all 
the things she should try to see at the United Nations while she was there: the 
General Assembly where she could listen in any language, the Museum of 
International History, the Promenade of Nations where she could find shops 
and restaurants from around the world, and the Garden of International 
Cooperation that looked out over the East River. 

“Tt almost sounds like Lyceum!” 

“You've been there?” Tanya asked with envy. 

“Just once.” 
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“Td dearly love to see the place someday. I’ve looked at lots of pictures of 
it, but I bet it’s really special being there!” 

Ashley nodded and smiled, feeling lucky that she even had a chance of 
becoming a member. 

Their dishes empty, they quickly completed their walk to a nearby 
apartment building. Tanya pressed the button under the mailbox labeled 
Lyceum International Services, and a man’s voice came over a speaker. 

“Good evening, this is Brother Calvin. How may I be of service?” 

“Calvin, this is Tanya Martin. I have Ashley with me.” 

“Come in, Tanya and Ashley!” 

There was a buzzing sound and Tanya was able to pull the heavy main 
door open. 

“Stairs or elevator?” Tanya offered. 

“Stairs! I’ve been on a bus for two days!” 

Tanya laughed and they started climbing. “Looking forward to learning 
French?” 

“I think so. Actually, my dreams have been coming true so fast recently 
that I haven’t had time to think about them much. But I know I want to do 
lots of traveling.” 

They arrived on the correct floor and pressed the buzzer at suite 300. 
Ashley noticed that a camera was observing them. The door opened, and a 
smiling gray-haired gentleman about sixty years old ushered them in. 

“Come in, ladies, come in! Thanks so much for helping out, Tanya. Any 
expenses?” 

“T can absorb a token and a dish of frozen yogurt, Calvin. Ashley’s fun to 
be with. You'll like her.” 

Ashley shook hands with Brother Calvin. 

“My apologies for not being able to meet you myself,” he said. “Two of the 
staff are still over at the U.N., and Sister Rae is picking up another French 
student at the airport.” 

“That’s okay,” Ashley assured him. “Tanya and I had fun.” 

Brother Calvin took Ashley to the spacious living room of the very nicely 
decorated and furnished apartment, and introduced her to the two French 
students who had already arrived, a girl about sixteen and a boy about twenty, 
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and then showed her the dormitory for visiting members and students. 
“Make yourself at home. The only rooms you shouldn’t enter are the six staff 
bedrooms, and they’re clearly marked.” 

“Okay,” Ashley said, picking a bed and starting to unpack her clothes. 

“We'll serve a leisurely breakfast here tomorrow, and then there are 
regular tours of the U.N. Lunch in the Promenade of Nations is on us, and 
class starts at one o’clock. Would you like a cold soft drink?” 

“No thanks,” Ashley said. 

“There’s a room here I believe you'll like, but I’ll let you find it...” And with 
that, he left her alone to get settled. 

Ashley picked out the clothes she wanted to wear to the United Nations 
Headquarters the following day and went to explore the extensive apartment. 

First she found a room with several different religious shrines in it, all 
separated by curtains hanging from the ceiling. She knelt in the Catholic 
shrine and said her prayers. 

In the next room she found the library, which had a couple of long work 
tables, three computers, a drafting table, and shelves of books and papers. 

Then she wandered into a room that contained a good size exercise mat, a 
weight machine, and a hot tub, and immediately knew she had found the 
room to which Brother Calvin had alluded. The ceiling was even high enough 
for tumbling. She dashed back to the dorm and slipped into her leotard. 

Fifteen minutes later she had loosened most of her stiff muscles and was 
doing some walkovers and inverted pirouettes when the other two French 
students entered the room in bathing suits to use the hot tub. 

“Hi Tammy. Hi Scott,” she said while standing on her hands, her legs 
spread in the splits. 

“Well, what kind of hidden talent do we have here?” Tammy said. 

“Gymnastics,” Ashley said, walked over onto her feet, lunged into a front 
aerial, and then slowed into another walkover. 

Scott whistled. “Fancy!” They climbed into the hot tub. “Mmm. Water’s 
perfect. Join us, Ashley?” 

“In a little while. I’m undoing two days on the bus.” 

“Buses are for poor people,” Tammy said. “How’d you pay for this class if 
you had to ride the bus?” 
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Ashley had never heard anyone at Lyceum talk to someone like that, but 
then reminded herself that the French students weren’t members. “I didn’t 
make my reservations in time,” she said, doing a standing pirouette with her 
other leg straight in the air. 

“Nice!” Scott complimented. 

“She’s too young for you,” Tammy snipped, and Ashley could hear the 
jealousy in her voice. She decided to let out all the stops and finished her 
exercises with two handsprings, an aerial, and a twisting somersault, which 
she executed perfectly, then strode out the door. 

“She’s certainly not too young to do gymnastics!” she heard Scott say. 

Ashley took a leisurely shower, and returned twenty minutes later, her hair 
toweled dry and combed out. By that time, another boy had joined Tammy 
and Scott in the hot tub, but there was still room for one more. Ashley 
climbed in. 

“Hell-o,” the black-haired boy of about seventeen said in unsure English 
with a middle eastern accent. “My... name... Adiv.” 

“Hi. I’m Ashley.” 

“Ashley’s a gymnast,” Scott informed the newcomer. “Adiv just got in at 
the airport from Montreal,” he said to Ashley. “His dad owns oil wells in 
Saudi Arabia.” 

“How'd you pay for the class, Ashley?” Tammy asked as she took up the 
offensive. 

“IT don’t even know what it costs. I forgot to ask,” Ashley said 
nonchalantly, and could tell that she had disarmed Tammy. 

“Five grand and change,” Scott said, but he obviously didn’t share 
Tammy’s interest in prying into Ashley’s affairs. 

Ashley did a mental double-take at the cost of the class, but tried not to let 
it show. “It’s part of my membership preparations for Lyceum,” she said 
honestly. 

“Youre joining Lyceum?” Scott said, obviously impressed. 

“Yeah. I have to be back there about a week after this trip’s over.” Ashley 
felt an intense desire to change the subject. “Do you speak French yet, Adiv?” 

“French? Little bit.” 

“T don’t speak any! You can help me, okay?” 
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“Okay. You gym... gym person?” 

“Yes. Gymnastics is the most important thing in the world to me.” 

“Ever win a medal?” Tammy asked, still searching for a way to put Ashley 
down. 

“Only at the state level. South Dakota, last year.” 

“Bronze?” Tammy prodded, figuring that since Ashley didn’t specify, it 
must have been a bronze. 

“Gold.” Ashley was getting very tired of the course of the conversation. 
“Adiv, would you like a soft drink? I’ve had enough hot water!” Not to 
mention hot air. 

“Soft... drink?” he said with a puzzled expression, trying to understand the 
concept. 

“Soda pop,” Ashley tried. 

“Soda water! Yes... okay... thank you!” 

She hopped out, followed by the Arab boy. They toweled off and headed 
into the large kitchen and dining room area. Ashley hadn’t been planning on 
a soft drink, but it would be better than listening to Tammy. 

They both worked at finding glasses, cans of soda, and ice cubes, and were 
soon sitting at the kitchen table sipping their drinks. 

“You join... Lyceum?” Adiv asked. 

“T hope so.” 

“Lyceum... respected very... in Saudi Arabia.” 

Ashley suppressed the temptation to giggle at his English. She knew she 
would be making far worst mistakes in French very soon. And, she reminded 
herself, she didn’t know a word of Arabic. “That’s good to hear. Have you 
been to Europe?” 

“Europe... times many. Luxemburg... not.” He looked like he wanted to 
say something else. “Maybe...” 

“What, Adiv?” 

“Maybe... show me... gym-nastic?” 

“Sure! After Tammy and Scott are done in the tub.” 

They sipped on their drinks for a few more minutes, and soon noticed that 
the other two students were back in the living room. “Now’s our chance!” 

Once in the recreation room, Ashley tied back her hair, which was almost 
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dry, and then went through what she could of her skills, given the facilities. 
Adiv watched wide-eyed. She finished and sat down on the floor to take out 
her hair band. 

“You have... gold... award... in State... games?” 

“Yes.” 

“Like Olympics... gold medal means best?” 

“Yes. But that was last year. I was too busy this year. Jeez, it’s almost 
midnight,” she said, spotting a clock on a disk player in one corner. “We’d 
better go to bed!” 

“Yes. Good... sleep, Ashley. Thank you for... gymnast.” 

“You're welcome! Good night!” 

As Ashley got ready for bed, she already knew she preferred Adiv’s 
company to Tammy’s. Scott seemed to want to stay near Tammy, and Ashley 
could sort of understand why... she was very pretty. But, Ashley remembered, 
there were about ten other students in the class that Ashley wouldn’t meet 
until the following day at one o’clock. Between Adiv and the ones she hadn’t 
met, she figured she’d find friends. 

Ashley slept better than she had on the bus, but the sounds of the city 
could be faintly heard, compared to the silence of her neighborhood in Rapid 
City, and she found herself waking several times to tires screeching or sirens 
wailing somewhere in the distance. 

* 

Even though Ashley did not sleep well her first night in New York City, she 
woke when someone began working in the kitchen and quickly hopped out of 
bed, excited about the things she would get to see that day. As soon as she 
had showered and dressed, she crept toward the sounds to see what was 
cooking. 

“Hello,” she said in a soft voice to the black lady in the kitchen who must 
have been about fifty. 

The lady, busy cracking eggs, turned her head. “Good morning. I bet 
you're Ashley.” 

“That’s me. Can I help?” 

“Yes. There’s a can of orange juice concentrate in the freezer, and a big 
pitcher on that shelf. Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Sister Rae.” 
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Ashley got the can of concentrate and the pitcher. “You work at the United 
Nations too?” 

“['m a Lyceum member, just like you're applying to be, and I’m serving at 
our U.N. office right now. We generally take four to six month shifts there 
and in our other offices sprinkled all over the world.” 

Ashley worked at spooning the concentrate into the pitcher. “I bet you 
have to know lots of foreign languages to get assigned there...” 

“Yes. English, Russian, and French are absolutely required, and Chinese, 
German, Arabic, and Spanish or Italian are really helpful. You’re going to be 
learning French starting today, aren’t you?” 

“Yes. It’s hard to believe. I wonder how many words I'll learn before the 
class is over...” 

“On a one-month intensive with Sister Viviane? You'll be conversationally 
fluent by the time you get back here! You'll have trouble remembering how to 
speak English!” 

“Really? Wow.” Ashley was having a hard time imagining herself 
speaking fluent French. “O.J. is ready.” 

Ashley soon met Sister Tamiko and Brother LeRoy who were both about 
middle age, and learned that between them and the two members she had 
already met, the Lyceum United Nations staff could speak about a dozen 
different languages. She helped butter and warm sweet rolls in a microwave 
oven while Sister Rae scrambled the eggs and fried rashers of bacon in two 
different frying pans. 

The other three students began to filter into the dining room, and Ashley 
helped to carry the food to the table. Tammy looked like she hadn’t slept at 
all, but the two boys looked ready for the day. They learned that Brother 
Calvin had left for the U.N. office hours before. 

* 

After breakfast was all cleaned up, at which Ashley again assisted, the four 
students walked with Sister Tamiko and Brother LeRoy the two blocks to the 
United Nation complex. It was 8:30 in the morning, and the New York City 
traffic was heavy. As they stood waiting to cross the last street, Sister Tamiko 
spoke. 

“The United Nations was created at the end of World War II so there 
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would be a place where all nations could come to talk and work together. It’s 
main purpose is to help us avoid another world war. When we cross this 
street, you will no longer be in the United States of America. The land upon 
which it sits belongs to all the people of the world. It has its own post office, 
its own police, it’s own administrative structure. Inside, you can use money 
from any country in the world.” 

Ashley was fascinated and a little confused by the idea that it was in New 
York City, but not in the United States. She noticed that Scott and Adiv were 
listening, but Tammy looked bored. The light changed and they crossed the 
street. 

The wide walkway they were on took them up broad but shallow steps with 
beautiful landscaping all around. At the top, they opened solid glass doors 
and found themselves standing inside an immense lobby of polished marble 
with clusters of furniture and plants in some places, huge open spaces in other 
parts. Ashley had never seen such a large room, not at the University of South 
Dakota, not even at Lyceum. She looked all around with wonder in her eyes. 

“We'll show you where the Lyceum office is, and then you're free until one 
o’clock” Brother LeRoy said. 

They followed him across the lobby and down a wide corridor. Ashley was 
constantly looking this way and that, trying to remember all the signs she saw. 
She spotted arrows pointing to the Promenade of Nations, but not the other 
things that Tanya had mentioned. Everywhere she looked there were people 
of every race and nationality wearing every manner of clothing she could 
imagine, and some she hadn’t yet imagined. Her ears picked up several 
languages she could name, and as many more she had never heard before. 

They soon came to a smaller lobby where only hundreds of people could 
gather, instead of thousands. A short way down another corridor the two 
members, followed by the students, turned into a pleasant office with couches, 
plants, information racks, and a conference table. Ashley noticed small 
religious shrines built into little alcoves in the walls that could be covered by 
curtains. Brother Calvin was sitting at a desk. 

“Good morning, Calvin!” Brother LeRoy said in greeting. Then he turned 
to the students. “Class starts in the conference room across the hall at one 
o'clock sharp. I recommend you take the nine, ten, or eleven o’clock tour. 


Lyceum Quest 338 


Here are your lunch coupons. Any questions?” 

“Who’s the teacher?” Scott asked. 

“Her name is Dr. Viviane Guise. She’s in the city now. You'll be able to 
learn a great deal of French history and culture from her in addition to the 
language. 

“Where does Tanya work?” Ashley asked. 

“Next office to the right.” After a moment of silence, he said, “Enjoy your 
morning!” 

“Ashley!” Brother Calvin called from his desk. “Here’s your passport.” 

“Thank you!” She opened it and smiled when she saw her own picture 
inside, the one she had sent in with her application form. Most of the pages in 
it were blank. She mentally added to her dreams that someday it would be 
full of stamps from the many countries she hoped to visit. 

She slipped both her passport and her lunch coupon into her little purse 
and walked down the corridor in the indicated direction to find Tanya. The 
next office down was labeled International Exchange Student Placement 
Service. She poked her head in. 

“Hi, Ashley!” Tanya said, looking up from her desk. 

“Hi! Just thought I’d say hello. We're free ‘til class starts at one. Want to 
eat lunch with me in the Promenade?” 

“Sure! But it’s a zoo at noon. Want to go at 11:30?” 

“Okay. I’m gonna take the ten o’clock tour. What should I see before 
then?” 

“Let me think...” she said, looking at a schedule on her desk. “General 
Assembly’s in session, and the tour doesn’t go inside, so ’d recommend you 
check it out. You could even listen in French if you wanted!” 

Ashley smiled. 

“Also, if you have time, take elevator three to the top of the Secretariat 
Building. Great view!” 

“Okay, thanks! Should I come back here at 11:30?” 

“Yeah. See ya!” 

Ashley made her way back to the huge entrance lobby, and soon found 
directories with floor plans in many different languages. She skipped 
Chinese, Arabic, and Portuguese, and studied the English version. A minute 
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later she was heading for the General Assembly Hall. 

At the reception counter, she asked if she could watch the session, and the 
lady handed her a visitor’s ticket. A man standing nearby with a German 
Shepherd at his side looked her over as she stepped through a security 
scanner. She walked to the heavy wooden doors and another man opened 
them for her. 

The room was more massive than she ever could have imagined. The two 
or three hundred people in the public area where she was standing hardly put 
a dent in the thousands of seats. Below the public area were hundreds more 
seats where the delegates from all over the world were sitting at their tables. 
At the very bottom was an empty open circle where clerks carrying papers 
occasionally crossed. Above them all was the symbol she had seen many 
times, the Earth surrounded by laurel leaves. She felt pride in that symbol, 
having seen it many, many times when peace treaties were signed, or conflicts 
were avoided through the use of international forces, or relief supplies were 
rushed to people in need. She found a seat and sat down to listen. 

The speaker’s voice was being amplified, but she was speaking in an 
oriental language and Ashley couldn’t understand a word. Then she noticed 
the little pair of headphones in front of her, and the selector buttons labeled 
with the names of different languages. Spanish was flashing, and Malay was 
lit brighter than all the others. She put on the headphones. 

She recognized the language she heard as being Spanish, but only an 
occasional pronoun or conjunction held any meaning for her. She touched the 
button marked Malay, and found that she was listening to the lady who was 
speaking. Her language had a melodic, flowing sound that Ashley liked. Then 
she touched the button labeled English. 

“_..so when we sent workers to the tribes... those that were effected... by the 
epidemic, we found... to our surprise, that the people had... they had already 
discovered how to reduce the death, mortality rate to under ten percent. 
They... the tribes... were at first reluctant to reveal to us their methods, but... 
eventually did so. They were achieving these results with only local herbs 
and... rituals, whereas with the vaccine the government was distributing, the 
mortality rate was still... seventeen percent...” 

Ashley did what Tanya had jokingly suggested. She switched to French, 
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and even though she didn’t understand a word, she got comfortable in her 
chair and just listened to the sound of it. She would soon be speaking it — 
Lyceum was giving her that much of a gift, even if they didn’t accept her as a 
member. She was about to start a class that cost more than five thousand 
dollars, and Sister Rae had told her that she’d be fluent when she got back. 
She liked the sound of the language, so peculiar, so romantic sounding. She 
decided then and there that she was going to enjoy learning French, and learn 
it as well as she could, and she wasn’t going to let Tammy or anyone else spoil 
it for her. 

When she happened to glance at a clock, she was surprised to see that it 
was already 9:30. She replaced the little headphones and headed for the 
doors. 

* 

Signs guided her to her next destination, the Secretariat Building. She 
arrived in the building’s lobby without ever going outside, and then wondered 
how to find elevator three. She spotted an information desk and headed for it. 

“Good morning, young lady,” the young man, twenty or less, said. 

“Hi!” she said, momentarily lost in his handsome face and smile. “Um... 
oh yes, where is elevator three?” 

“To the observation deck? Right down that corridor.” 

His smile, after he had given her directions, made her heart throb. 

“Thank you!” she said, and reluctantly turned and headed for the elevator, 
but could not resist the temptation of looking back once or twice before she 
was out of sight of the information desk. 

It was an express elevator that went straight up fifty stories, and Ashley’s 
stomach and sense of balance were both trying to tell her she was doing giant 
circles on the uneven parallel bars. She found herself instinctively wanting to 
fold her body into a pike position to clear the low bar, but resisted the urge, 
especially since she wasn’t alone on the elevator. 

After walking along a short corridor, she discovered that the observation 
deck was a wide hallway that went all the way around the building, the outside 
of it completely made of glass. She gazed out over the city of New York. 

The Secretariat Building wasn’t the tallest building in the city by far, but it 
towered over most nearby buildings and allowed her to peer down into the 
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streets that looked like canyons with ants scurrying around in the bottoms of 
them. 

She went to the other side and watched the shipping traffic on the East 
River for a minute, and then looked out at Queens and Brooklyn in the haze 
beyond. She realized, before she left, that she did not feel any great desire to 
live in a city like the one she was seeing. 

The clock above the elevator said 9:45. Ashley took the next car down, 
smiled at the young man at the information desk one more time, and then 
headed for the main entrance lobby. 

When she arrived back in its massive space, a voice came over the public 
address system. “The next tour departs the Main Information Kiosk in five 
minutes.” Ashley approached the circular counter in the middle of the lobby. 

“Td like to go on the next tour, please,” she said to the lady. 

“Okay! Ill be doing that tour,” she said, stepping out of the kiosk through 
a little door that locked behind her. “Where are you from?” 

“Rapid City, South Dakota,” Ashley said with pride, but even as she did so, 
remembered that she may not be spending much time there in the future. 

“Wonderful!” the lady said, but soon had to turn her attention to greeting 
other people who were arriving for the tour. She spoke in German to some, 
but soon a group arrived speaking Greek, and a second tour guide was added. 
A few minutes later the tour began with about thirty people following the two 
guides. 

They first went by the General Assembly Hall, and the guides explained 
little more than what Ashley already knew, first in English, then in German, 
then Greek, then Spanish. There were plenty of nearby murals and display 
cabinets to look at while the languages Ashley didn’t understand were being 
spoken. 

Next they were able to enter the Security Council Chamber, as it wasn’t in 
session. Ashley listened closely to the guide’s explanation of how it related to 
the General Assembly as she looked at the immaculate meeting room that was 
much smaller than the other hall, but still quite large. 

The guides pointed out corridors that led to different kinds of offices, 
including the Non-Governmental Organizations that she knew included 
Lyceum. Soon they had arrived at the Museum of International History, 
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where the guides gave them a ten minute overview of the exhibits, and 
concluded by inviting them to spend more time there after the tour. 

In the Promenade of Nations, every country in the world had one shop or 
restaurant where they offered their most interesting wares, some for sale and 
some just on display. Ashley peered into as many of the little shops as 
possible, and wished she could spend days there looking for gifts for her 
mother and father, Julie, and Jenny. 

The tour then went outside and wandered through the Garden of 
International Cooperation. It reminded Ashley of some of the gardens at 
Lyceum, with plants and decorations from all over the world. 

The tour concluded at almost exactly eleven o’clock, and many of the 
people who had taken it hurried off to the General Assembly Hall to listen to 
the session. Ashley thanked the guides and headed back to the museum. 

She quickly found what had caught her eye during the tour, something she 
had always wanted to know more about than was taught in her school. She 
entered the area of the museum that was all about World War II, and stopped 
at the first exhibit, a three dimensional relief map of Europe as it looked in 
1935. She began to read the explanations of why the war began. 

When she was only about halfway through that section of the museum, she 
overheard someone say that it was 11:32. She dashed out at a fast walk and 
headed for Tanya’s office. 

* 

“Sorry I’m late!” she said as she skidded to a stop in front of the 
International Exchange Student Placement Service. “I was in the museum.” 

“No problem,” Tanya said, grabbing her purse. “Everything’s open until 
ten at night, you know. Maybe you'll be free this evening and can come 
back...” 

“I’m gonna try. What are we eating? French?” 

Tanya chuckled. “There is none. France did a fancy dress shop instead of 
a restaurant.” 

“T guess I'll have plenty of French food soon enough!” 

“Yeah, lucky dog! Do you know what those classes cost?” 

“T heard. I guess someone believes in me.” 

They were entering the Promenade of Nations. Little shops of every 
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description lined the pedestrian walk, in the middle of which were benches, 
planters, fountains, and little play spaces for children. Ashley already knew 
that the restaurants were all clustered together in a part of the Promenade 
where there were plenty of tables and chairs. 

“How about... Greek food. You know, tyropita, dolmades, gyros...” Tanya 
suggested. 

“Do they have any salads? That’s what I need!” Ashley said. 

“Tf you like tomatoes and cucumbers, and yogurt dressing...” 

“Perfect! Let’s do it!” 

“T hope you don’t mind if I have some tyropita or spanakopita on the side. 
I’m hungry!” Tanya exclaimed with a grin. 

They soon entered the restaurant area, and just as people were starting to 
pour in for lunch, they carried their Greek food over to a little table beside 
some small trees in a planter. 

“Yum!” Ashley said, enjoying her first mouthful of Greek salad. 

“Sure you don’t want one of these delicious items?” Tanya tempted, taking 
a bit out of a fillo pastry with white cheese inside. 

“That thing is oozing with calories!” 

“How come youre on such a strict diet? You’re skinny if anything!” 

“Because as soon as I’m accepted by Lyceum... I mean if I’m accepted...” 

“Really, Ashley, do you have any doubt after they give you a class that 
costs five thousand three hundred dollars?” 

Ashley chewed her salad thoughtfully. “Gosh. I hope you're right...” 

“Okay, go on. If you’re accepted...” Tanya coaxed. 

“Tf ’'m accepted, I can start training at gymnastics level eight.” 

“Wow! You mean you've finished level seven?” 

“Finished, took the gold medal in my state, and was practically a coach 
back in Rapid City. But there’s no way I can touch the elite levels without 
either being rich... or joining Lyceum. I’m not rich, so I’m joining Lyceum!” 

“You mean I’m eating lunch with a champion athlete? I want your 
autograph when we get back to the office!” 

Ashley smiled. “You’re embarrassing me!” 

Tanya laughed. “You're so lucky, Ashley. Most people who take a fancy to 
Lyceum get the booklet about membership, like I did once, and immediately 
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realize they’re way over their heads, you know, totally out of their league. But 
listening to you talk, I get the feeling that you could handle anything that 
came up. I bet you'll do great in the French class. Did you know that only 
about half the students finish these intensive language classes?” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah. The teachers are strict, I hear, and push you up to conversational 
speed as fast as possible. The goof-offs can’t take the pressure. But if you’ve 
trained all the way up to elite level gymnastics, it'll be a breeze for you. 
Starting on the international scene at your age, you could know four or five 
languages by the time you’re eighteen, and have travel experience in that 
many or more countries!” 

Ashley was speechless at the possibility, and an unchewed bit of salad 
languished in her mouth. But it did seem possible, if a one month class could 
give her some kind of fluency in a language of which she couldn’t yet speak a 
single word. 

“I have to be back in the office by 12:30. And I do want that autograph!” 
Tanya said, bringing Ashley out of her train of thought. They both started 
eating faster to finish their lunches. 

As they headed out of the Promenade of Nations, Ashley spotted two more 
shops she wanted to look in, and added them to her mental list of three others 
she had already targeted. They arrived at Tanya’s office at exactly 12:30. The 
young secretary handed Ashley her personal journal, opened to a blank page. 
Ashley thought for a moment, and then wrote. 


June 14th 
Dear Tanya, 

You were the first friend I had in New York City. Thank you. If I make it 
into Lyceum, you'll have a friend there. If I get to go to the Olympics, you'll 
have a friend there too. Even if I get to travel to lots of far away countries, 
I'll always remember you. 

Ashley Marie Riddle 
Champion Gymnast 
South Dakota, USA 
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Ashley handed the journal back to Tanya. 

“Thanks,” Tanya said with a warm smile. “I have a hunch you and I could 
be good friends. I hope I get to see you again.” 

“Me too!” 

“Well... I have to start work, and you have a class in a few minutes. Have 
fun learning French!” 

“Tl do my best! Thank you for being my friend.” 

Tanya put on her headset, and the other receptionist prepared to go to 
lunch. A call came in and Tanya began speaking to someone on the line. 
Ashley realized that she might be able to see Tanya once or twice more, but 
they probably wouldn’t be able to spend much time together. With a fleeting 


twinge of sadness, Ashley waved and headed back to the Lyceum office. 
* Oe OK 


Lyceum Quest 346 


Chapter 36: A New Language 


When Ashley stepped into the conference room across the corridor from 
the Lyceum United Nations office, several other students were already there. 
Only one of them did she know from the night before. 

“Hi, Adiv! Did you take the tour?” 

“Uh... yes! Tour. In Arabic too!” 

“Good!” 

“Hi!” said a freckle faced boy with reddish blond hair who was not much 
older than Ashley. “Are you really a champion gymnast?” 

Ashley looked at Adiv accusingly, but she was smiling at the same time. 
“Yeah. But that doesn’t mean I can speak any French yet!” 

“lm Tim,” he said with genuine friendliness. 

Ashley could see that everyone else who had gathered in the room was at 
least seventeen or eighteen, so she was glad someone else was about her age. 
She extended her hand. “Hi! I’m Ashley.” 

He seemed surprised that she had returned his greeting, and clumsily 
shook her hand. “I really like watching gymnastics,” he said. “Tried to get 
into a class once, but the gym didn’t take boys.” 

“That happens a lot. It’s not very popular with boys until high school.” 

“Yeah. So I took ballet instead. I’m pretty good, but not any kind of 
champion.” 

At that moment Scott and Tammy entered the room, and close behind 
them came a lady of about forty-five who was carrying a stack of small but 
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thick wire-bound books. Ashley could see that one o’clock was only two 
minutes away. She counted thirteen students. About a minute later, one 
more entered. Exactly on the hour Brother LeRoy stepped in and pulled the 
door closed behind him. All of the students jumped into seats at the big 
conference table. 

“Good afternoon, and welcome to New York. I am Viviane Guise,” she 
said, pronouncing her name properly in French, with a definite continental 
accent. “Are we all here?” she asked, looking at Brother LeRoy. 

He quickly finished his silent roll taking. “Yes. Fourteen.” 

“In exactly one half hour, I will cease to speak English, and will begin to 
speak French. At the same point in time, all of you will cease to speak 
English, or any other language, and begin to speak French.” 

Several moans could be heard. 

“T’m sure you are all wondering how that could be possible, as about half of 
you speak no French at all, and the rest of you speak very little. It is quite 
simple. This afternoon you will be exposed to a few hundred words of French, 
and those will allow you to stumble along while you learn more. You will 
generally be together as a group during the trip, and so you will always have 
the safety and comfort of your fellow students and teachers nearby. That fact 
will eliminate the anxiety and fear that you might experience if you were 
alone, feelings which would cause you to revert to your comfortable native 
language. It is the mutual necessity of expressing yourselves — to each other, 
and to people you meet in the world — that will motivate you to build your 
vocabularies and your grammars very quickly. If you apply yourselves and 
complete the class, you will return here on July 13th with a fair conversational 
fluency. If you break any of the rules of the class, except as an occasional slip, 
you will be sent home and given a partial refund.” 

Ashley was beginning to think that she had gotten in, as Tanya had said, 
way over her head. But at the same time she knew, deep down inside, that she 
was going to give it her best and not quit without trying. 

“The prohibition on speaking other languages includes when a couple of 
you might be in a cafe in the evening, or when you might take a walk in the 
middle of the night, or when myself and LeRoy are both away from the group 
for any reason. If this prohibition is not followed, not only will you be slowing 
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down your own learning, but that of others in the class as well. We have 
found that an hour of speaking in your native language sets you back about a 
day in your learning of the new language. You have all paid for a class of this 
format. If you don’t like the idea, you should leave now while you can still get 
nearly a complete refund.” 

One boy of about eighteen rose. “Sorry folks. This isn’t for me.” He 
headed for the door. 

“Thank you for your honesty,” the teacher said. “Anyone else?” 

The room was silent. 

Then the teacher spoke in Arabic with Adiv for a minute. He smiled and 
nodded, and seemed comfortable with the rules. Ashley was glad. She was 
also glad Tim didn’t leave. She wondered how long Tammy would last. 

After a few more rules, Brother LeRoy handed out the books while Dr. 
Guise explained them. 

“These are excellent little books that have French-English lexicons, 
grammar and usage tables, common phrases, vocabulary lists, exercise pages, 
and quizzes. We use them because all of the explanatory text is in French,” 
she said, grinning. “Any questions?” 

Ashley glanced through her copy of the reference and exercise book. 

“What if there’s an emergency, and we don’t know how to explain the 
situation in French?” Tammy said in a slightly whiny voice. 

“Emergencies are understandable exceptions to the regular class rules,” 
the teacher said. “It is 1:29. Last chance...” 

Ashley thought of a question. “Is it okay if we buy gifts for people while 
we're there?” 

“Of course. But unless they're very tiny, you should plan to mail them 
back. Remember, we're walking.” 

The teacher waited for any last questions, but silence prevailed. 

“Je,” she began in French, pointing at herself, and then motioned for the 
class to repeat her words. “Je... parle... Francais,” she said, indicating herself 
and then pointing to words coming out of her mouth. “Tu... parles Francais,” 
she modified the form, pointing at the class members. With each phrase she 
motioned for them to repeat. 


* 
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The class continued in the same manner for the next two hours. After the 
first half hour of working in French, Ashley didn’t even think about missing 
English. It was simply a game in which she was associating new sounds with 
nouns, verbs, and adjectives. “Le garcon marche trop vite,” she repeated, 
realizing with pride that she knew the meaning of every word in the phrase. 
The boy walks too fast, she thought. Suddenly the teacher pointed at her and 
spoke. 

“Ashley, marches-tu trop vite?” 

Ashley thought. “Non, Je... est... assis,” she said, trying to remember 
words from ten minutes before. No, I’m sitting. 

The teacher smiled at Ashley’s witty response. “Je suis assise.” 

Ashley repeated the correction. 

Just then the door opened and a cart rolled in filled with drinks and 
snacks. 

“Thank goodness!” a young man said. 

Dr. Guise immediately caught the student’s eye and put her finger to her 
lips. He realized he had slipped, and covered his mouth with his hand. 
Ashley had already noticed that slipping into English did not get a French 
translation out of the teacher of the phrase that had been spoken. 

Dr. Guise began examining each item on the cart in French, and having 
them repeat her phrases. Ashley realized the teacher was going to use every 
opportunity to teach them, and the thought didn’t bother her at all, even 
though several people in the room looked like they would have rather just 
started eating. 

After they had learned many new words from the snack cart, she then 
began to engage each person in brief conversations about the foods, only 
passing out the items when the student responded appropriately. Ashley 
wasn’t very hungry, so she went last. 

“Un banane, s’il vous plait,” Ashley said. 

“Une banane,” Viviane corrected. 

“Oui, une banane, s’il vous plait.” 

Food, its preparation and consumption, its flavors and smells, formed the 
basis of the class for the next hour. Then Dr. Guise switched to the subjects of 
toileting and bathing, using so much laughter-provoking mime that no one 
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became embarrassed. 

“Ou se trouvent les toilettes?” Ashley repeated along with everyone else. 
Her years of gymnastics had paid off in an unexpected way, making her 
completely comfortable with the subject of human bodily needs. She was 
glad. 

* 

In a sense the class soon ended for the day, but in another sense it was to 
go on right up until bedtime. Dr. Guise began explaining, in a combination of 
French and sign language, that they were next going to walk to Lyceum’s 
apartment, shower and change clothes, and then go out to eat. She made 
them repeat each new word and phrase she used. Ashley was really beginning 
to respect this teacher’s uncanny ability to sense when the meaning of a word 
had not been absorbed by everyone. It had happened often enough that day. 

With the evening’s plan eventually clear to all the students, they crossed 
the hall to the Lyceum office, a few trying to make light conversation in 
French, but most not knowing how to begin. 

“Um... aimes-tu... le Francais?” freckled Tim said, catching up with Ashley. 

“Qui.” Then she just giggled, realizing how hard it was to say anything that 
she was thinking. She looked forward to the day when it would be much 
easier. 

A moment later they were greeted by Brother Calvin and Brother LeRoy 
coming out of a back room where they had been working. Both were speaking 
French. A few of the students made noises of exasperation that French was 
going to follow them everywhere they went. Ashley noticed that all of those 
who had arrived that day had luggage piled in one corner of the office. As 
soon as she saw that Tim had a large pack and a heavy suitcase, she stepped to 
his side. 

“Um... J’aide... um... porter...?” she stumbled. 

“Merci,” he said, admitting to himself that she was easily as strong as he 
was. He helped her settle the pack on her back, and they joined the line of 
students filing out of the office with Dr. Viviane Guise at the head and Brother 
LeRoy at the rear. 

On the short walk to the apartment, their teacher continued teaching, 
telling them the French words for walkway, garden, street, traffic light, 
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building, and many others, always requiring them to repeat the words back to 
her. Some showed signs of embarrassment since they were now in public. 
Ashley smiled to herself, knowing there would be no classrooms to hide in as 
they walked through Luxemburg and northern France. 

When they were about halfway to the Lyceum apartment, Ashley noticed 
that they were down to twelve students. A lady of about twenty-two, whose 
name Ashley didn’t remember, was gone. Thinking back, the lady had seemed 
very frustrated all afternoon by not being able to speak English. 

As Ashley expected, Sister Rae was there in the apartment when they 
arrived... speaking French. The next hour was very hard for most of the 
students as they went through routines like showering and dressing, but could 
not speak their native language. Several times the Lyceum staff had to remind 
them to not use English, especially when they were trying to express feelings. 
Several of the young men resorted to growling or howling like a dog when they 
felt someone was taking too long in the shower. The Lyceum staff could only 
chuckle. 

It was nearly seven o’clock when they finally trooped out of the apartment 
and headed down the street in the opposite direction from the United 
Nations, an occasional word or phrase in French coming from one of the 
students. Ashley noticed that only Sister Tamiko was missing — probably still 
at the office. She saw Tim a couple of people in front of her and dashed 
forward to join him. 

“Allo. Vous... faim?” she asked, realizing she was missing a vowel, and 
having a hunch her grammar was wrong too. 

“Oui!” he said, patting his stomach. “Nourriture... Francais!” 

Again they giggled, not knowing where to take their primitive 
conversation. 

They entered the restaurant, La Petite Maison, and Brother LeRoy 
conversed with the hostess in fluent French. She showed them to the long 
table that had been reserved for them. 

Adiv quickly pulled out a chair and gestured to it, saying, “Ashley, s’il vous 
plait?” He had his hand on the adjacent chair, reserving it. Tim made himself 
scarce. 

“Merci, Adiv!” she said, sitting down. 
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Then he pulled out the next chair, waved at Tim, and said, “Tim, s’il vous 
plait?” 

Tim was obviously surprised. “Um... merci... um... merci bien!” He sat 
down and smiled at Ashley, then up at Adiv. 

Adiv took the next chair down, beside Tim, even though the one on the 
other side of Ashley was still free. Ashley wondered if they were witnessing 
Arabian customs first hand. Whatever the reason, Adiv’s actions made her 
respect him highly. 

The meal came in seven or eight courses, some served from platters set in 
the middle of the candle-lit table, others brought in individual bowls or plates. 
The Lyceum staff had spread themselves out amongst the students and 
constantly helped with the names of silverware, dishes, and the cuisine itself. 
Sister Rae was seated on the other side of Ashley, and taught her and others 
within earshot the names of the condiments and sauces that they were using. 

“Le poivre, est... frais,” Ashley said, using the pepper grinder. 

“Oui, fraichement moulu,” Sister Rae added, miming the grinding motion. 

As the excellent meal progressed, everyone began to feel much more 
comfortable about the language they were learning, even though they had 
command of little more that a handful of nouns at that point. By the time 
they walked back to the Lyceum apartment, the New York evening was 
beginning to cool off a little and a refreshing breeze met them from the 
direction of the East River. 

Ashley soon reconciled herself to the fact that she couldn’t get back to the 
United Nations museum that evening. Brother LeRoy gathered the twelve 
students in the living room and explained that they should do their laundry 
and then have the luggage they planned to take checked by the staff. His 
combination of simple French, sign language, and mime would have been 
hilarious in other circumstances, but they were getting used to it. He got 
across to them that no tents or bedding were needed, except the special linen 
blanket protectors that the youth hostels required. Also no cooking gear was 
needed, but each person should have a small water bottle. He emphasized 
that their French reference books were required, but that all English books 
and magazines had to be left behind. 

Ashley quickly got her responsibilities out of the way by putting her 
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laundry into the indicated baskets and presenting her pack for inspection. 
She surrendered a gymnastics magazine that she had brought along, but 
would be able to take everything else. They gave her a blanket protector and a 
water bottle, and she proudly found places for them in her little pack. 

Tim had a problem. As best Ashley could gather, his mother had made 
him bring along enough stuff for a year-long world tour, but he was quite 
willing to trim it down. Brother Calvin worked with him to assemble a 
meaningful set of clothes and personal items, and gave him a pack of more 
appropriate size. 

Ashley slipped into the recreation room to do her limbering and 
conditioning, knowing she only had about an hour before she wanted to be in 
bed. She was excited, but knew a good workout would help her to sleep. 

* 

Brother LeRoy woke them at five o’clock the next morning. As the twelve 
students began to stumble into the dining room, they found that a continental 
breakfast of coffee and juice, rolls and butter, and sliced meats and cheeses 
was already spread out on the table. In their groggy state, several students 
slipped into English, but everyone was soon reminded of the class rules. 

By six o'clock, they were packing themselves into a van that was parked in 
front of the building, packs being pushed under the seats with an occasional 
word of French or a growl. Dr. Viviane Guise and Brother LeRoy climbed in 
with the students to begin talking in French about cars, vans, expressways, 
and related topics, and Sister Rae drove. 

After only a few blocks, they were getting in line with other vehicles to pay 
their toll and enter the Queens Midtown Tunnel. As Ashley peered at the 
vastness of the construction they were driving through, and noticed the many 
air vents, fire control systems, electrical and communications boxes, and 
emergency escape doors, she began to have a greater appreciation for the 
much longer tunnels she had studied in school, the Chunnel between England 
and France and the Amasia Tunnel that connected Alaska and Siberia. 

They burst back into the daylight on an expressway that quickly carved its 
way into the heart of the Queens district. Everywhere Ashley looked there was 
city, city, and more city, only interrupted by an occasional glimpse of river or 
bay in the distance. They turned onto the Van Wyck Expressway, and some 
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small lakes and trees paralleled their route for a couple of minutes, only to be 
swallowed by the ever present city as they continued southward. Soon they 
were entering what Ashley knew was one of the largest airports in the world. 

She could see several of the huge trans-oceanic aircraft, one taking off if 
she looked to her right, another landing if she looked to her left. The van was 
approaching a massive building that identified itself as International Arrivals 
and Departures, over which a tall control tower loomed. Sister Rae guided 
the vehicle into a passenger unloading zone. 

After extracting her pack from beneath the seat, Ashley stood beside the 
van and looked at all the people rushing into and out of the huge building. 
Tim stepped beside her, his new pack on his back, looking much more 
comfortable than he had with his big suitcase. Adiv joined them and spoke 
the one French word they were all thinking. 

“Grosse!” 

Ashley and Tim both chuckled at the double meaning of the word, one 
French and one English, that Adiv didn’t seem to understand. 

“Oui, Adiv, trés grosse!” Ashley said in agreement. 

Once everyone was standing on the sidewalk, the three Lyceum staff 
conferred in fluent French, clasped hands in farewell, and Sister Rae drove the 
now empty van back onto the airport loop road. Ashley watched her until she 
was out of sight, realizing that she liked the black lady very much. 

Viviane and LeRoy guided the group into and through the bustling airport, 
speaking to them in patient French, making them repeat most new words and 
phrases, to their complete embarrassment. 

Ashley almost felt like laughing when she found herself looking at a sign in 
English and for just a second not remembering what it meant. 

Their first stop was the baggage check counter, where each pack was 
weighed, tagged, and tossed onto a moving belt. 

As they continued their journey through the huge building, Ashley could 
see restaurants, snack bars, gift shops, barber and beauty shops, book stores, 
news stands, and even a veterinary office that offered pet boarding. Their 
next stop was the Air Luxemburg ticket counter. Dr. Guise began speaking 
French to the lady at the counter. 

“Uh oh,” the ticket lady said, “Sylvie is the one who speaks French and 
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she’s on a break... um... un moment...” 

“It’s okay,” Viviane said. “I speak English.” 

Using simple French words or non-descript sounds, several of the students 
teased their teacher for breaking the rules of the class as she confirmed their 
reservations. When she finished talking with the ticket lady, she didn’t bother 
explaining to the class in French that the flight was leaving at 7:30, as they 
had already overheard the fact in English. But she did begin to teach them 
how to read times and dates in general, in French, using the airport’s flight 
status board as an example. 

At seven o’clock they again followed their teachers, this time to their last 
destination on the North American continent, John F. Kennedy International 
Airport, Gate Fifteen. 

Ashley stared with round eyes at the giant swept-wing jet aircraft that sat 
just outside the glass walls, its landing wheels far below them on the concrete 
taxiway, its tail stabilizer towering high above them. Elevated tunnels 
connected to the massive aircraft on both sides, and already passengers were 
presenting their tickets to the uniformed man and disappearing into the 
boarding tunnel that led to the near side of the plane. LeRoy asked the 
students to relax in the waiting area, and to get out their passports, which he 
collected and presented to the clerk. Ashley noticed that this one could speak 
French. 

Tim appeared with a chocolate bar, broke it in two, and handed half to 
Ashley. “Pour vous,” he said. 

She grinned with delight, and even noticed his use of the formal pronoun. 
“Merci beaucoup!” She put a small piece in her mouth, re-wrapped the rest 
and placed it in her purse. “Mmmm!” 

A few minutes later, Dr. Guise caught their attention and motioned for 
them to approach the boarding inspection counter. Each one was asked their 
name, received their passport back, and then walked through a sensor array 
and into the boarding tunnel. As soon as Ashley was in the tunnel, she looked 
behind her. Tim was next, and then Adiv. She smiled and dashed into the 
awaiting aircraft. 

The inside of the big plane was even more plush than the trains she had 
ridden, with soft lighting, plenty of simulated wood grain, and curtains 
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covering utility areas. Signs in English, French, and what she guessed was 
German, led the way to restrooms and lounges. She quickly spotted Brother 
LeRoy waving to her from an area of seats where some of the students were 
already getting settled. 

“Je assieds... avec... ami?” she said, hoping to sit with Tim and Adiv. 

“Un ami?” he asked. 

“Deux amis. Tim et Adiv.” 

“Oui, ici,” he said, pointing to a row of three seats. 

“Merci!” Ashley said and slid into the window seat just as Tim was 
arriving. 

LeRoy motioned him in beside Ashley, to the lad’s obvious delight. Adiv 
joined them a moment later, and to cement their budding trilateral 
friendship, Ashley broke her remaining piece of chocolate into three pieces 
and handed one to each of her new male friends. Adiv attempted to refuse, 
but Ashley figured it was part of his Arab customs, and insisted. Finally, with 
a chuckle, he gave in and popped the chocolate into his mouth. Ashley 
grinned at both of them. 

Ten minutes later all of the students were settled, a few other passengers 
had arrived, and the flight attendant was making announcements in English, 
French, and German. Ashley noticed Dr. Guise on the other side of the cabin 
helping a flight attendant to talk to some passengers in an oriental language. 

There was a distinct muffling of the sound of the plane’s jet engines when 
the hatches were closed, and Ashley could see the boarding tunnel on her side 
retracting. A minute later she could see and feel that they had started to 
move... backwards. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 37: New Words, New Insights 


Ashley’s five-hour trans-Atlantic crossing included a tasty but light lunch, 
as they would be losing five time zones and so arriving at almost dinner time. 
She had never experienced jet lag before, but she thought she understood 
Adiv’s halting French and sign language when he tried to explain that they 
would have trouble getting to sleep that night, and waking up the next 
morning. 

Out of respect for the other passengers, overt French lessons were not 
conducted in flight, but their conscientious teachers made sure they only had 
French language magazines and tourist brochures available. 

Before and after lunch, they were free to visit the plane’s lounge, which the 
trio did a couple of times, Adiv insisting on buying soft drinks for them all. 
But Ashley also loved just sitting in her seat and gazing out at the clouds and 
the deep blue surface of the ocean far below them. 

As they were returning from the lounge for probably the last time, Ashley 
realized that it wasn’t very nice of her to be hogging the window seat for the 
entire flight, so she was adamant that they should switch places. Adiv was 
reluctant, but finally gave in, as long as she and Tim were still sitting together. 
It was obvious to everyone that Adiv would never allow himself, or anyone 
else, to come between the younger boy and girl. 

All too soon they had to belt themselves in for the landing at the only large 
airport in Luxemburg, just south of the capital city bearing the same name. 

Their teachers were much more at ease and gave them considerable 
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freedom now that they were in a place where it would be very difficult for 
them to find conversants or literature in English. After passing through 
customs and getting their passports stamped, they spent an entire hour of free 
time at the airport changing money, browsing in the gift shops, and sampling 
the available snack foods. At about six o’clock in the evening, which felt like 
mid-day to the travelers, they began the seven kilometer walk into the city of 
Luxemburg. 

As the countryside slowly gave way to European style houses and shops, 
everyone soon knew who was in good walking shape and who wasn’t. The 
teachers spoke in French about blisters, and proper walking shoes, and the 
correct way to pack their backpacks so that nothing was poking them. The 
students learned new words... and new methods of avoiding painful feet. 

By seven o'clock they were gazing up at the medieval fortified city perched 
on the hill above them, old stone bridges spanning the ravines at low levels, 
and above those, modern spidery steel bridges flying directly from the city to 
the tops of the nearby bluffs. Dr. Guise led them to one of the old bridges, and 
nestled close under the city walls they found the modern youth hostel. 

The students’ primitive French was somewhat comical to the youth hostel 
staff, but eventually the rules and customs were made clear to everyone. 
Tammy was obviously upset that boys and girls had to be in separate dorms, 
but Ashley just smiled at Tim and Adiv and hurried to pick out a bed, as 
dozens of other young people were already there and still more were pouring 
in the door. 

To help with their jet lag, the teachers had planned an evening of walking 
that would keep them out as late as the hostel allowed. They built their 
vocabularies with scores of new words about buildings and cities and streets, 
and visited a shoe store to better equip two of the students. Then they found a 
restaurant that could handle a group of their size and worked through 
European dining customs and etiquette before sinking their teeth into the 
delicious food. Ashley had a salad, but gladly accepted bites of Tim’s roast 
beef and Adiv’s pepperoni pizza. 

To Ashley’s delight, the youth hostel had a recreation room with a 
tumbling mat, and she soon had an audience of admirers, including Tim who 
had not yet seen her skills. As she worked her way through her exercises, her 
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audience was able to supply her with most of the gymnastics terms in French. 
She only quit when the hostel staff announced it was bedtime. 
* 

Everyone in the group had a hard time waking up the following morning, 
as their bodies still assumed it was five hours earlier than it actually was. 
With their packs on their backs, they managed to get out of the hostel before it 
closed for the day at ten, but most of them were yawning until noon. 

They joined other French travelers for a tour of the tunnels beneath the 
city’s walls, stonework that dated from the days of chivalry and siege. One of 
the students noticed that there was a tour in English a half hour later. Their 
teachers only smiled. 

They spent the afternoon exploring the city further, picking up a few gifts 
for people back home, learning how to use the grocery stores, and eating a 
picnic lunch in a park on the edge of the old city. During that day and the next 
several, French lessons concentrated on building a strong vocabulary of 
nouns. Dr. Guise and Brother LeRoy had not failed to notice how quickly 
Ashley was building her vocabulary, and even, before most of the other 
students, her grammar. 

About mid-afternoon they marched over one of the old stone bridges and 
said fare-well to the city of Luxemburg, walking along a winding road 
westward, and arriving at a small village just a few kilometers distant by 
evening. The youth hostel there was in a large old stone house, and the class 
nearly filled its available beds. All of them now felt they had passed the point 
of no-return — the airport was far behind, and the big city, where one could 
always find someone who knew English, had been replaced by a rural village 
where, as far as they could tell, the only language spoken was French. They 
were discovering what their teacher had meant about the group bringing them 
a necessary sense of safety and comfort. 

* 

All that week, they worked their way west and south along back roads and 
walking paths, entering France on their third day out. The youth hostels were 
usually in farm houses or converted town houses, but one night was spent in 
an old monastery where a handful of monks still lived a very simple, austere 
existence. 
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Ashley found she was completely comfortable with their days of walking 
and learning French, their meals in local cafes, their evenings of working in 
their exercise books, and their nights in hostels where she usually found at 
least a piece of rug on which to do her limbering and conditioning. She no 
longer missed speaking English at all, although she knew some of the older 
students missed it sorely. 

She and Tim found themselves wanting to be together most of the time, 
and even though Tim had a better vocabulary of French nouns and adjectives, 
Ashley seemed to be picking up the verbs faster. But on Brother LeRoy’s 
advice, they didn’t try to speak for each other when talking to a third person, 
but only lent each other words to be built into sentences by the one speaking. 

Adiv spent some time with them, but also respectfully gave them plenty of 
time without him. He was beginning to strike up a friendship with Scott, who 
had decided that he didn’t want to hang around Tammy anymore. Seeing this 
drama unfold, Ashley just smiled at Tim, who could only shrug and smile 
back. 

Toward the end of the first week, two students left, deciding they wanted 
to just vacation in Europe instead of deal with the constant pressure of the 
French lessons. Seeing them leave, Ashley’s determination to finish the class 
was only made stronger. 

* 

Their second week brought the study of verbs and adverbs into full swing, 
and adding those to their many nouns and adjectives allowed them to create 
much more useful sentences. 

They were now in flatter country in France where many kinds of crops 
were growing in the fields. One day, to everyone’s delight, a farmer invited 
them to hunt through his strawberry field for the remaining fruit after a 
successful harvest. They all needed to take showers and wash clothes that 
evening. 

Ashley had begun to haunt the little shops in the towns they were passing 
through whenever she could, and one day that week she found gift boxes of 
European candies, meats, cheeses, and nuts, and sent a large one to her 
parents and smaller ones to Julie, Jenny, and Sister Heather. She included 
greeting cards with brief messages in French, knowing she could translate for 
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them, if necessary, when she returned. 

While at the post office addressing and buying stamps for the first four 
packages, she spotted another name in her address book, and ran back to the 
little shop to buy another gift box, this one going to Kimberly and Jack Collins 
in Omaha, Nebraska. 

* 

Toward the end of the second week, they were in a medium-size town, 
about as far south in France as they were planning to go. They had just 
checked into the youth hostel and had the entire evening free to do with as 
they pleased. With some difficulty, both because of his imperfect French and 
because of the magnitude of the moment, Tim asked Ashley if she would join 
him for dinner in the town. 

With a glow on her face that everyone in the class noticed, she showered, 
washed her hair, and put on her best clothes. 

For the first time on the trip they were completely on their own. It was 
easy enough for them to exchange greetings with the hostess of the dark, 
candle-lit dining room, but the menu challenged their language skills 
considerably. They were both determined, however, to stick to their French 
and to understand what all the selections were, even though they heard one of 
the waitresses speaking with some tourists in English. 

After finally ordering their food and beverages, they spoke, as best they 
could, of all the interesting things that had happened on their trip so far. As 
was their habit, when the one speaking was at a loss, the other would suggest 
a word, and then let the speaker use the word or not, as they chose. Soon 
their food began to arrive, and their topics changed to the aromas and flavors 
of the meal. 

When they had finished their dessert and were sipping on wine stems of 
sparkling fruit juice, not finding much else to say about their recent shared 
experiences, Tim suddenly acquired a gleam in his eye and a most 
mischievous smile on his face. He set down his glass, scooted his chair closer 
to Ashley, and without warning leaned forward and kissed her gently on the 
lips. 

Ashley wasn’t sure she breathed for the next minute. Her heart was 
throbbing and her mind was spinning. The memory of Chad came to her, and 
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she realized her feelings were similar, but also different. With Chad it had 
been a very physical longing. The physical longing was definitely there with 
Tim, but there was so much more to go along with it. She had already shared 
so many things with him — aching muscles, laughter, blisters, singing songs in 
French, dripping sweat on hot sunny days, awe inspiring views, dirty laundry, 
delicious food and drink, getting lost in a maze of unmarked trails, candy 
bars, conditioning exercises, and the constant struggle to understand a new 
language. 

She looked at him. He was just sitting there, his red hair a little out of 
place, his freckled face blotchy with half-peeled sun burn, his eyes just looking 
at her, probably wondering what she was thinking, a slight smile of happiness 
on his lips. She knew what it was time to do. With the name Tim echoing 
softly in her mind, she leaned toward him and kissed him, also gently on the 
lips. 

They didn’t speak another word to each other that evening, in any 
language. None were needed. The waitress refilled their glasses, and they sat 
there, side by side, sipping their beverages and looking into each other’s eyes. 
The glow of the moment was all they needed. Ashley, in her own heart, knew 
that she had only been attracted to Chad, but that she loved Tim, with every 
bit of love inside her. 

Eventually the waitress explained gently that the restaurant was closing 
soon, so they rose as if in a dream, paid their bill and left a tip, and floated 
back to the youth hostel. They never saw the smiles and smirks on others’ 
faces, because they were only looking at each other for the rest of that warm, 
golden summer evening, in the comfortable common room, in a small cozy 
youth hostel, somewhere in northern France... 

* 

The third week of the class brought an intense period of getting all their 
word forms correct, from the easy gender agreements, to the difficult irregular 
verb conjugations and tenses. 

“Nous faire... avais... tant que... bien bon.” 

Brother LeRoy smiled understandingly. “Nous l’avons...” 

“Nous faire l’avons...” 

The teacher indicated swapping the order with his hands. 
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“Nous l’avons faire... tant que bien bon.” 

“_. fait...” he corrected, pointing behind himself to imply the past tense. 

“Nous l’avons fait...!” 

“Oui!” Brother LeRoy reinforced. 

“_..tant que bien bon.” 

Again the order-swapping signal. “...tant bien...” 

“_.. tant bien que bon?” 

“_.. tant bien que...?” the teacher prompted. 

Suddenly the student’s face lit up with understanding. “Non tant bien que 
bon! Tant bien que mal!” 

“Oui, oui!” LeRoy said with a smile. 

“Nous l’avons... fait... tant bien que mal!” 

The teacher flashed the student a thumbs-up, and went off to help 
someone else. 

* 

They began working their way northward again, through a part of France 
that had been fought over repeatedly and had changed hands many times 
throughout history, most recently in World War II. 

Ashley and Tim, with Adiv’s big brotherly guidance, now had the task of 
fitting their feelings for each other into their daily routine, which still included 
things like sore muscles, sweat, and dirty laundry. Adiv counseled them to do 
things together every day, and also to do things apart every day. Ashley began 
to wonder why she never saw Adiv flirting with any of the unattached young 
ladies in the class. She knew at least two of them would have loved it. 

In about the middle of that week, Ashley had a profound experience that 
she never forgot. They were walking along a dirt road, when suddenly they 
could see an old concrete machine gun bunker sitting in the middle of a field. 
Ashley stopped and gazed at it, and would not answer anyone’s questions or 
comments. Soon she started walking toward it, wading through the thick 
grass. Tim, Adiv, and a few others followed, while the rest of the class stopped 
for a break in the shade of a nearby tree. 

The old rusty steel door was frozen on its hinges, but stood ajar. Slipping 
inside, she found machine gun rooms that faced in every direction, and other 
rooms without windows in the center, all of them covered with decades of 
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leaves, twigs, and old bird nests. 

As Ashley peered at the crumbling concrete rooms, images formed and she 
could clearly see the soldiers at their guns, watching for movement in the 
fields around, their commanders conferring over maps in the interior rooms. 
She could hear the frustration in their voices, their lack of understanding or 
caring about the purpose of their task. They were young, not much older than 
Tim. They were just boys, and they would much rather be dating girls than 
fighting a stupid war. 

After a few minutes she remembered the exhibits in the museum at the 
United Nations, and many pieces of a giant puzzle began to connect 
themselves in her mind. World War II, the United Nations, Lyceum. She was 
trying to become a member of a place that was somehow tied into a web of 
events that had started long ago. World War II, the atomic bomb, the Nuclear 
Disarmament Treaty that she had heard about just before school was out. 
That had something to do with the United Nations too, she remembered. 
Lyceum was in the process of opening campuses all over the world. Another 
piece of the puzzle. Intensive language classes. English, Russian, and French 
required, Chinese, Arabic, German, Spanish, or Italian highly recommended. 
The Olympics, where all nations came together to... not fight, not war against 
each other... but to play. The Olympics, where she hoped to be in two years, 
representing her country in the sport of gymnastics. The sculptured fountain, 
shaped like a globe, in the Main Lobby at Lyceum. It was all a giant, 
intertwined puzzle. And she knew that she was somehow a part of it. 

Ten minutes later the others who had wandered out to the old bunker had 
seen all they wanted to see and were heading back to the road. Tim could tell 
Ashley was having some important thoughts, and just stood near her silently, 
trying to sense what she was thinking. A few minutes later she seemed to 
snap out of it, took his hand, and they returned to the road together. 

* 

During the forth week Dr. Guise and Brother LeRoy pushed them up to 
conversational speed rapidly. Ashley discovered that some words seemed to 
disappear entirely, and then laughed out loud when she realized that the same 
thing happened in English. Wha’cha wanna do? 

One lady couldn’t take the pressure of the constant French instructions, 
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and decided to fly home. They were down to nine. Tammy was holding on by 
a thread, often getting angry and needing to take a walk to cool off. But she 
seemed determined to finish, and so Ashley felt motivated to help her 
whenever possible. 

They reentered Luxemburg and Ashley began searching through the shops 
again. She found some small but very beautiful pieces of leaded glassware 
that she sent to her parents, a silk covered blank music book that she sent to 
Jenny, and a European travel simulation program that she sent to Julie. It 
could be set for English, German, French, or Spanish, and she looked forward 
to trying it herself on one of Julie’s powerful computers. In a grocery store 
she found a gift box of nuts and dried fruits that she sent to Tabitha and 
Karen at Lyceum. This time the greeting cards contained fairly long letters in 
complete sentences — all in French. 

They passed the city of Luxemburg several kilometers to the east as they 
continued northward into the central part of the country, where they often 
heard German being spoken. But luckily for their purposes, nearly everyone 
still spoke French. Often they would stop in libraries they passed to look up 
topics of interest, and the teachers set aside times to read and discuss French 
newspapers and magazines they had purchased. 

By the end of the week they were in central Luxemburg and preparing to 
head back south toward the capital city — and the airport. The group had 
become completely solid and many strong friendships had formed. With the 
support and gentle encouragement of all the others, Tammy had gotten over 
her rough spot and was speaking almost as well as everyone else. 

The teachers continued to push the students’ conversational speed right up 
to the point where other travelers at the youth hostels could easily speak with 
them, and they began correcting slight problems in pronunciation. The 
students realized, as they listened to each other, that they were actually 
acquiring good French accents. 

Their last youth hostel before returning to the city was a treat for all of 
them, as it was contained in part of an old castle, with the remainder of the 
castle, less well preserved, open for tours. As it was not a major tourist 
attraction, the guided tour was only conducted in French. That was okay with 
them. Their teachers had prepared them well, and they were ready for just 
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about anything in French that the world cared to throw at them. 

That evening in the common room, most of them entered into 
conversations with other hostelers about their travels and their home towns. 
Ashley and Tim talked for a long time with a young French couple traveling all 
over Europe by bicycle. Adiv spoke at length with a Belgian man who had 
been to Saudi Arabia. Tammy found herself teaching French to a girl from 
New Zealand who was heading for Switzerland by foot. That gave her an extra 
boost of confidence. It was one of the most satisfying evenings of their entire 
trip. 

* 

On July 12th they returned to the city of Luxemburg, checked into the big 
hostel again, and spent the rest of the afternoon shopping and sight-seeing. 
Most of the students did not have any plans to get back to Europe soon, and 
so they would be saying good-bye to the continent in that beautiful city. 

Ashley didn’t have much spending money left, but she wanted to get some 
post cards and some small souvenirs to take back. As she, Tim, and Adiv 
poked into little shops nestled in the old city walls, they laughed, 
remembering their first visit, just a few short weeks before, during which they 
hardly dared speak a word in the local language. 

At the hostel that evening, they all entered into as many conversations 
with the staff, other travelers, and each other as they could, knowing that 
people who spoke fluent French would be scarce back home. In the recreation 
room, Ashley soon had a large audience, and she was proud to be able to talk 
about the sport of gymnastics with those who were interested... in fluent 
French. 

“Le vol latéral est un des exercices les plus impressionables en 
gymnastique, mais il est effectivement trés facile 4 réaliser aprés avoir 
maitrisé la roue, et si la coordination et le mouvement de les jambes sont 
corrects...” 

* 

On their last day in Luxemburg, they had breakfast at the youth hostel, did 
some more shopping, and then went to a very fine restaurant for their last 
meal in Europe. 

Ashley discovered she wasn’t prepared for that day. She had been clinging 
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to Tim from almost the moment they had emerged from their respective 
dorms in the youth hostel. She didn’t know how to put into words what she 
was feeling, in either French or English. It was a very deep down fear, almost 
a black dread, and she couldn’t think of any way to banish it. She knew that 
Tim lived in New Orleans, Louisiana, and that was a long way from Rapid 
City. And it was even farther from Portland, Oregon. But she tried to keep a 
smile on her face and not let her feelings spoil that special day. 

About three o’clock they headed for the airport. No one complained of 
sore feet or lumpy packs this time, as the remaining nine students were now 
experienced walkers. They arrived with plenty of time to get snacks, search 
the gift shop for last minute finds, and write letters to friends and family that 
they wanted to mail from Europe. Ashley would not leave Tim’s side. 

As five o’clock approached, they gathered at Gate Three and boarded the 
huge jetliner. 

The five-hour flight back was fun, and they spent some time in the lounge 
speaking French and sipping soft drinks both before and after the flight 
attendants served dinner. But Adiv was starting to worry about Ashley. She 
was having a hard time even letting Tim out of her sight long enough to use 
the restroom. 

When they arrived in New York City, many of them laughed when they 
realized it was the same time as when they had left Luxemburg — it was as if 
they had gone back in time. They had their passports stamped and found 
Brother Calvin waiting with a van in a passenger loading zone. He greeted 
them in French. 

They drove directly to the United Nations and piled their packs in the 
Lyceum office, still speaking French. Dr. Guise and Brother LeRoy ushered 
them into the conference room and presented them with certificates of 
completion for the class, explaining that they were worth twelve credits 
toward college. 

They all spent the next hour, still speaking French, exchanging farewells, 
writing messages in each other’s journals and diaries, swapping phone 
numbers and addresses, and, in some cases, shedding tears. Ashley did all of 
these things along with everyone else. It was only her feelings about Tim that 
she didn’t know what to do with. 
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Finally Dr. Viviane Guise stood in front of the class for the last time and 
raised her arms for silence. Everyone found a seat to listen to whatever their 
teacher, whom they had grown to honor and respect, had to say. 

“The prohibition against speaking English... and Arabic... now ends. Do 
any of you remember how?” 

They all looked at each other and burst out laughing. As soon as he could 
be heard, Adiv said something in Arabic, which Dr. Guise answered as she 
smiled. Several students asserted that they wanted to continue speaking 
French as long as they were with someone in the class. 

Five of the remaining nine students prepared to leave for airports or train 
stations, as they had reservations that evening. Ashley was happy to learn 
that Tim’s flight wasn’t until the following evening. She knew she had a seat 
on a westbound train the following afternoon. 

* 

It was after five o’clock when they collected their packs from the office and 
stepped out into the corridor. 

“You two... have problem. Yes?” Adiv said. 

Ashley would have giggled at his English, which was much less fluent than 
his French, except that she wasn’t in a giggling mood. She didn’t know what 
to say. 

“Yes, Adiv, we have a problem,” Tim said. “We love each other very 
much... but... we don’t live near each other.” 

“Talk we... in garden?” 

They both shrugged, not knowing what good it would do, and followed him 
out to the Garden of International Cooperation. 

He led them to a bench in a part of the garden where there were few other 
people, and those few appeared to be heading for dinner. The East River was 
spread out before them, a barge slowly moving by, a hovercraft skimming the 
surface in the opposite direction. 

“I... problem same,” Adiv said in a tone of admission. 

“You do?” Ashley said. “You love a girl you can’t be with?” 

“Yes, love. She... ten and three...” 

“Thirteen?” Tim suggested. 

“Yes, she thirteen. We meet... two years.” 
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“Two years ago?” Ashley asked. 

“Yes. Live... different city... Saudi Arabia. I travel... get education. She... 
Saudi Arabia,” he said and shrugged. 

“She can’t travel with you? How often do you see her?” Tim asked. 

“See... two time, three time... year.” 

“That’s sad!” Ashley said. 

“Not sad!” Adiv corrected. “I love... she love. We... happy!” 

“But how can you stand being apart?” Tim asked. 

“We... strong. Love... strong.” 

“Aren’t you afraid she'll find someone else?” Ashley asked. 

“No. We... promised. If promise... no good, love no good. You two need... 
promise.” 

Ashley and Tim looked at each other. No words came to them for awhile, 
they just gazed into each other’s eyes, each one feasting on the look of their 
beloved. 

Adiv said, “Remember, promise no good, love no good! I walk... 
apartment.” And with those words he headed out of the garden and didn’t 
look back. 

Several minutes later that part of the garden was completely empty and 
Adiv was long gone. Tim finally spoke. 

“Je t'aime, Ashley. I would be very happy if I could be promised to you, 
even if we couldn’t be together for awhile.” 

Ashley continued to look into his eyes for another long minute. Finally she 
spoke. 

“I said no to a boy not long ago, even though he was very... handsome. I 
knew I wanted to wait for someone special, someone I could really love, 
someone I could really share things with other than just... physical things. I 
agree with Adiv — if we can’t handle being promised to each other while we’re 
apart, then our love isn’t very good.” She turned and looked across the river 
for a long moment, then turned back. “Je t'aime, Tim. I promise myself to 
you.” 

They held each other for a long time, and only wandered toward the 
Lyceum apartment as the sun was sinking below the New York skyline. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 38: Burning the Candle at Both Ends 


That evening, their last in New York City, Ashley and Tim were both fairly 
quiet. It was not a quiet of sadness or loss — but rather the quiet of getting 
used to a new reality, the fact of having both promised to each other 
something they barely understood. 

As Brother Calvin watched them, he could guess what they were going 
through. And he knew it was probably best they didn’t know too much about 
what they were getting themselves into. 

Before falling into their beds completely exhausted, they exchanged 
addresses and telephone numbers, secrets they had never told anyone else 
before, and many of those very tender, very special first kisses. 

* 

The following morning, after breakfast with Sister Tamiko and Brother 
LeRoy, Tim was brimming over with some unrevealed surprise. 

“Who put a dollar in you?” Ashley asked as they were doing the dishes and 
tidying up the kitchen together. 

“Oh... Ijust had an idea.” 

“I’m dying of curiosity!” 

“Go on a walk with me after chores?” 

“Sure! Where to?” 

“Secret!” 

Nothing Ashley could say or do would pry any more information out of 
him, so she grabbed her purse and followed him out onto the New York 
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streets. 

“Where are we going, anyway?” she asked as they strode along. 

“Actually, ’m not sure. But it seems like you can find just about anything 
you want within a block or two of anywhere else in this city. Over there!” he 
said, grabbed her hand, and together they ran to the next corner and crossed 
just before the light turned red. A moment later they were entering a jewelry 
store. 

All of the clerks were busy, so Tim just looked in all the display cases until 
he found the charms and occasion jewelry. 

“Over here, Ashley!” 

She looked into the case where he was pointing. 

“There! See it? It’s an old tradition. It supposed to be a broken coin, and 
the boy wears one half, and the girl wears the other half, until they can be 
together always.” 

Ashley peered at the gold coin, each half made into a necklace. It seemed 
to symbolize exactly what they were going through. At two o’clock, Ashley had 
to get onto a train that would take her far away from Tim for... she didn’t 
know how long. She would still love him, she would still be promised to him, 
but something wouldn’t be right, something would be broken until they could 
be together again. 

“It’s perfect!” she said. Then she looked at the price tag. She knew she 
had barely enough for half the cost. She wouldn’t be able to eat any meals in 
the dining car on her way home. That was okay. She’d get a few things at a 
grocery store to keep herself going. “I can pay for half of it!” 

“Are you sure? I could take care of the whole thing...” he said. 

“Yeah. I want to. I want to do my share of everything.” 

“Can I help you youngsters?” the white-haired clerk asked from behind his 
wire rim spectacles. 

“We want that broken coin necklace there,” Tim said. 

“The mizpah,” he said. “Fourteen carat gold plated... inscribed with 
ancient Hebrew words. Translation is in the little booklet. Anything else?” 

“That’s everything,” Ashley said, digging out her money. Tim dug into his 
pocket, and soon they had their small purchase in a tiny bag and were back on 
the streets of New York. 
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“Where should we go?” Tim wondered out loud. 

“The United Nations!” Ashley said. “In the garden.” 

“Okay!” 

They ran all the way there. It was still morning and the sun was in front of 
them over the East River as they sat down on the same bench where their 
promise had begun. Tim opened the little bag and the tiny box inside. 

With shaking hands, they put the necklaces onto each other. 

“Tl wait for you,” Ashley said. 

“T won’t love anyone else,” Tim said. 

They kissed and held each other close, both wishing that somehow they 
could stop the flow of time so that no trains or airplanes would take them 
away from each other. 

But time continued flowing anyway, and the day was rapidly getting hot. 
They began to walk, hand in hand, first in the garden, then inside the 
buildings. Sister Rae wished them well when they stopped by the Lyceum 
office to say good-bye. Ashley steered them into the museum, and looked at 
more of the World War II exhibits, but found she wasn’t in a very studious 
mood. Tim bought them lunch in the Promenade of Nations for the last time, 
including chocolates from the Deutschland shop. Shortly after noon they 
were wandering toward the Lyceum apartment, glancing back at the sparkling 
and majestic United Nations Headquarters until they finally had to turn a 
corner and it was no longer in sight. 

After getting Ashley’s pack and saying good-bye to Brother LeRoy, Tim 
walked Ashley to Pennsylvania Station. They talked about all the things they 
hoped to do during the following year, and all the times they might be able to 
see each other. Tim promised to write and call as often as he could, and to 
send pictures and other little things. Ashley promised to let him know if she 
was accepted for membership at Lyceum. Tim wanted to attend any 
gymnastics events she was in that he could get to, and Ashley vowed to 
include him in all her vacation plans. 

At two o’clock they were standing on the platform beside the shiny 
passenger train, holding each other as tightly as they could. 

“All aboard!” the conductor called from beside the open doorway to the 
coach. 
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They separated enough to look into each other’s faces. 

“Strong?” Tim asked. 

“Strong!” Ashley acknowledged. 

They kissed gently one last time, just as they had that evening in a 
restaurant somewhere in northern France. Ashley dashed onto the train, the 
conductor pulled the door closed, and a moment later the train started to 
move. 

* 

The two day train trip home was a very thoughtful time for Ashley. A bag 
of carrots, a box of whole grain crackers, and two cups of yogurt sustained 
her... along with the knowledge that the rest of her money had gone into gifts 
for friends she loved, and half the cost of the golden token that hung around 
her neck, and around the neck of one certain very special, very handsome boy. 
Life was unfolding very quickly, but she was ready for it. Many times during 
those two days she touched the broken coin that hung around her neck, 
smiling when she thought of where the other half rested. Her evening prayers 
now included the petition that she and Tim would be able to see each other 
often, and that someday they would be together permanently. 

Most of the other passengers came and went in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, 
Chicago, Omaha, Denver, and smaller towns in between. Finally, on the 
evening of July 16th, the train pulled alongside the station platform in 
Cheyenne, Wyoming. Knowing she had an hour until the bus northward 
departed, she walked the mile and a half to the bus station, munching on her 
last carrot and thinking of Tim. 

* 

As dawn crept into the sky and the bus wound through the Black Hills on 
its approach to Rapid City, Ashley was awake, thinking that even though she 
loved Luxemburg and France, and even though she would really enjoy living 
in the Pacific Northwest if Lyceum accepted her, the prairies of South Dakota 
would always be home. She decided, as the bus pulled into the station, that 
someday she wanted to share all the places she loved with Tim. 

She arrived home just as her father was stepping out the door to go to 
work. 

“Hi, Dad!” 


Lyceum Quest 374 


“Ashley, Honey! How are you?” 

“Wonderful,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. 

Tears almost filled his eyes. He had been slowly realizing, over the 
previous year and a half, ever since Ashley had taken the gymnastics gold 
medal, but even more so since she had applied to Lyceum, that the only child 
who was destined to bear his name was going to do far greater things than he 
had ever done. It might have been easier for him to understand if it had been 
his natural child, and if it had been a boy. That was the way it would have 
made most sense to him. 

But it was an orphaned girl who was hugging him and calling him Dad at 
that moment. He felt very proud... and a little confused. The French 
intensive class and European walking tour she had just returned from had 
only confirmed for him that she was destined for greater things than Rapid 
City, or any city in South Dakota, had to offer. Although he had never told 
her, he had made calls to determine the respectability of the class and the 
teachers, and in the process had learned the class’s usual cost. From a purely 
economic standpoint, he felt very fortunate that she had been able to have the 
experience with no more outlay from family savings than a round trip to New 
York City. 

“So, how many words of French do you know?” 

She looked at him with a proud, loving grin on her face. “That’s what I 
asked before the class started. When they told me that I’d be conversationally 
fluent by the time I got back, I didn’t really believe them. But I am!” 

“Fluent, huh? I am one proud father, Ashley Marie Riddle. I’d better head 
for work. Do you have any time to spend with your old dad before you have to 
get on the bus again?” 

“Thope so. Id really like it if we could do something together...” 

“How about dinner this evening? Your mother would like to go to the 
parish social, and I’m sure she’d love it if she didn’t have to cook.” 

“Fantastic! What time?” 

“Six o'clock?” 

“Tl be ready!” 

He kissed her on the cheek, and headed off to his job. 

Ashley entered the house quietly, and found her mother in the kitchen 
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baking. “Ashley, Darling!” she shouted, encircling her adopted daughter with 
arms that were partly covered with flour. “I’m so happy you’re home! Your 
father just left for work...” 

“T talked to him. We're going out to dinner tonight, so you can go to the 
parish hall without having to cook for us!” 

“Oh, I don’t mind cooking for the people I love!” 

Ashley realized her mother was crying. 

“And I’m so glad yow’re home. I worried about you, Ashley. Did anything 
bad happen? You've been gone so long, and you’ve traveled so far...” 

“Tm fine, Mom. A little sun burned, maybe.” They separated and looked 
at each other. “I’m a big girl now, Mom. You don’t have to worry about me. 
And I can speak French!” 

Her mother grabbed a paper towel and dried her eyes. “You don’t know 
how proud of you Iam, Honey. Mrs. Parker from the parish speaks French, 
and wants a chance to talk to you while youre here.” 

“Sure, I guess so...” 

“Tll call her. Have you eaten breakfast?” 

* 

Ashley spent the next three hours telling her mother all about her trip and 
the French class. Her mother called Mrs. Parker and they all agreed to meet 
for lunch. She hadn’t quite realized how many people she wanted to visit with 
during the next two days, and how little time she was going to have with each 
of them. Mrs. Parker hadn’t been on her list, but she figured that it was worth 
it if it would make her mother happy and give her a change to show that she 
had actually learned something during her month-long absence. 

Ashley did the dishes while her mother finished baking, and they walked to 
a nearby coffee shop to meet Mrs. Parker at one o'clock. 

“Bonjour, Ashley! Comment es tu?” Mrs. Parker said as they met near the 
cash register. 

Ashley tried very hard to hide her mental cringe at the lady’s incorrect 
French grammar. “Bien, mais je ne sais pas quand je pourrai visiter tous mes 
amis,” Ashley replied naturally, having started to think about when she could 
squeeze in visits with Jenny, Julie, and if possible her old coaches at the gym. 

She soon sensed that something was wrong. Mrs. Parker looked 
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uncomfortable and responded with words that didn’t acknowledge anything 
Ashley had said. Not wanting to offend, Ashley quickly began to tailor her 
responses so that they only answered the church lady’s questions, with words 
as simple as possible, and no elaboration. And even though Ashley knew her 
own French wasn’t perfect, she could spot glaring pronunciation and 
grammar errors in Mrs. Parker’s phrases, which were totally devoid of 
anything that could be called a French accent. 

By the time her salad arrived, Ashley had figured out what was happening. 
Mrs. Parker had never been to France, or Quebec, or any other place where 
French was spoken. She had taken classes in high school, and proudly 
remembered some of what she had learned. And she liked to make sure that 
everyone in the parish knew that she spoke French, at least compared to most 
people in Rapid City. 

Ashley made the best of the situation. She didn’t feel the need to show off 
in front of the lady. She knew she could speak French. And more importantly 
to her, she had never heard anyone from Lyceum brag about their knowledge. 

* 

As soon as Ashley got home, she called Julie and arranged to spend that 
night with her, and she called the Rapid City Convalescent Center and asked if 
she could spend the following evening with Jenny. The nurse was very happy 
that Ashley would be visiting, and asked if she would be doing any more 
volunteer work. Ashley was genuinely sorry that she couldn’t, and explained 
that she was only in town for two days. 

Not long after Ashley had completed her calls, the telephone rang. She 
answered it. A very familiar boy’s voice came through the earpiece. 

“May I speak to Ashley Riddle, please?” 

“This is Ashley! How are you? How was your trip home?” 

“Hi! I was afraid I might get your parents, and I didn’t know what they’d 
think about me calling you.” 

“T still haven’t told them about you. I guess I should. I’m having dinner 
with my dad tonight. I just got here this morning and I haven’t even 
unpacked my pack yet!” 

“I got home two days ago,” Tim said, “but when I told my mom I was 
promised to a girl, she thought I was trying to say you were pregnant, and she 
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wanted to pay for you to have an abortion and everything. I should have 
realized she wouldn’t understand.” 

Ashley giggled. “You still wearing your broken coin?” 

“Of course! I’m going to wear it all the time, except I have to take it off 
when I’m dancing.” 

“Yeah, me too. No jewelry is allowed in the gym.” 

They talked for another half hour, sharing little things that had happened 
on their respective trips home. Ashley related to Tim the tight schedule she 
had for the next two days, and Tim shared with her that his father had given 
him a hundred dollar bill for finishing the French class. Ashley gave Tim the 
telephone number at Lyceum, but told him she didn’t know when she would 
be free. She promised to call him during her first free evening. 

Reluctantly they ended their first telephone conversation. They had both 
said all they could think of, and Ashley knew she had things to do, but still it 
was very hard to let go of their fragile electronic link. The good-byes and see- 
you-soons stretched on for several minutes, and both telephone handsets 
were lowered into their cradles only with great heartache and reluctance. 

After sitting by the phone for several minutes in the glow of her feelings 
for Tim, Ashley finally noticed that it was almost four o’clock. She got busy 
cleaning out her pack, doing her laundry, showering, and selecting a dress to 
wear that evening. Then she started thinking about what she wanted to take 
with her to Lyceum. 

Her father arrived home at 5:30, tired but looking forward to dinner with 
his adopted daughter — possibly, he knew, for the last time while she was still 
living in their house. A few minutes before six they met in the living room, he 
in comfortable sports clothes, she in a summer dress. 

“My, my, I haven’t seen you in a dress in ages! How tall are you now, 
anyway?” 

“T just passed four and a half feet!” 

“Well, you won’t be scraping your head on the ceiling any time soon! 
Where shall we go?” 

“Your choice! Just... nothing French, please!” she said with a grin, 
knowing very well there were no French restaurants in Rapid City. 

At that moment, her mother entered the room. “Well, well, you two look 
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ready to paint the town red!” 

Ashley giggled. 

Her mother continued, “When do I get to go out with this handsome man 
you've got here?” 

“How about tomorrow? Ashley will probably be with friends,” Mr. Riddle 
offered. 

“Td like to have dinner with Jenny at the nursing home tomorrow,” Ashley 
confirmed. 

“Sounds like we have a date!” Mrs. Riddle said. “Maybe we can all go out 
for breakfast the morning she leaves. Sandy’s is open early enough...” 

“Sounds good. Aren’t you going to be late for the parish social?” 

“Nancy Corbin is picking me up, and she’s on her way now.” 

Father and daughter headed out, hand in hand, into the warm South 
Dakota evening. Ashley told him everything that had happened in New York, 
and all about the United Nations Headquarters, and about the airport and the 
plane ride. They selected a place with a salad bar at Ashley’s request, and she 
continued by describing the city of Luxemburg in detail, and the smaller 
towns and youth hostels they had stayed in. She only omitted, as she had with 
her mother, one particular personal relationship. 

When Ashley’s poached salmon arrived, she squeezed lemon juice all over 
it while telling her father about the World War II bunker, the little shops 
where she had found the gifts she sent home, and the beautiful central 
Luxemburg countryside. 

“And they gave me a certificate of completion that’s worth twelve college 
credits! Ill show it to you when we get home. That means I’ve already got 
thirteen credits in all toward college!” 

“Amazing,” her father said, savoring his prime rib. “Your mother already 
told me how your French put Mrs. Parker in her place.” 

“T tried to be nice, but really Dad, she doesn’t speak much French.” 

“No complaints here. I’ve never liked her constant bragging. You’ve got 
more modesty than she does, and she’s a grown woman.” 

Ashley nibbled at her salad in silence for a few moments. “There’s one 
other thing that happened that I want to tell you about, Dad.” 

“Sure...” 
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“T met a very nice boy.” 

He was silent for awhile, dipping his roll into the meat juices left on his 
plate. “Was it a... good experience?” 

“Wonderful!” His initially respectful response had opened the door. “His 
name is Tim, and he’s fourteen, and he was in the class with me. He lives in 
New Orleans, and look, Dad!” She took off her mizpah coin necklace and 
handed it to him. “We promised to wait for each other!” 

He gazed at the shiny gold charm that his daughter had been wearing next 
to her heart. He knew this moment had to come sometime, and he was glad 
that she had felt enough trust in him to be honest about her relationship. He 
also felt the parental instincts of protection, and questions poured into his 
mind about the character and intentions of the young man. He breathed 
deeply, and tried to remember how he had felt as a young man dating young 
ladies. 

“Can I get you any dessert?” the waitress asked, bringing him out of his 
thoughts. 

“Um... cheesecake?” 

“Fresh baked on the premises!” she said. “And for you?” she said, turning 
to Ashley. 

“Tl just have a bite of his.” 

The waitress left. He handed the precious necklace back to his daughter 
and looked at her. He could see the expectant look in her eyes. “If you and he 
can sustain your feelings for each other over that distance, then you are two 
very special, very strong kids, and my blessing goes with you.” 

“Thanks, Dad,” she said with a radiant smile on her face. “I’m so glad I 
told you.” 

“Do you have any... problems because of your relationship?” 

“Nope. Everything’s under control, and will stay that way.” 

“That’s good to hear. Have you told your mom?” 

“No. I wasn’t sure how.” 

His cheesecake arrived. “Let me break it to her tomorrow at dinner. She’s 
a little sensitive about these sorts of things.” 

“Okay. I was hoping that I could get calls and mail from him and stuff like 
that...?” 
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“Of course, Honey! You're a big girl, and we'll give you all the guidance 
you need, but we’re not going to try and stop you from liking boys. We’re 
smart enough to know how impossible that would be!” 

She grinned, picked up her fork, and snagged a bite of his cheesecake. 

* 

Ashley arrived at Julie’s house at about eight o’clock that evening. 

“T’ve got so much to tell you!” she said even before she was inside the door. 
“You wouldn’t believe the wonderful thing that happened!” 

Julie somehow managed to keep her friend from blurting out too much 
sensitive information while she scooped out bowls of ice cream for them to 
take up to her room. 

“..and he’s a ballet dancer, so we did a lot of the same limbering and 
conditioning exercises every morning and evening, and he’s quiet, and gentle, 
and it was so wonderful the night he took me to dinner and kissed me!” 

“Whoa! You're getting out of my league here,” Julie said. “I’ve decided ’'m 
not going to get into boys until I’m at least thirteen.” Then she paused to 
think. “But there is a cute one in my church that always smiles at me...” 

“Ah hah!” Ashley said. “You do like boys, I can tell!” 

“And guess what?” 

“What?” 

“You've been a good influence on me. I signed up for an exercise class, and 
I’ve started eating salads!” 

“Fantastic! How’s the computer program I sent you?” 

“Incredible! I didn’t know 3-D real-time simulations that good were 
coming out of Europe. I’ve already sent for their catalog, and I’m going to get 
everything they sell if it’s all that good. It’s even got cute French boys!” 

“Really?” Ashley said with a chuckle. “I didn’t look at many of the real 
ones while I was there. I was looking at Tim.” 

“Do you have a picture of him?” 

“Not yet. He’s got tons of freckles, and reddish hair, and he’s only about a 
foot taller than me.” 

“Ashley, everyone’s at least a foot taller than you.” 

“I know. But he’s really sweet, and he doesn’t push me to do anything I 
don’t want to...” 
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“You mean... oh, no, don’t tell me... you mean you and him haven’t done 
it? You're promised to someone and you haven’t done it with him yet?” 

Ashley felt hurt. She remembered Tim saying his mother’s only concern 
was about her being pregnant. Didn’t anyone care about being in love 
anymore? Didn’t anyone want to know if their promises were good before 
they got into things that were hard, or impossible, to undo? Didn’t anyone 
just want to enjoy being young, and holding hands, and kissing? She thought 
about what she wanted to say to Julie, but her friend spoke first. 

“Tm sorry. That wasn’t a very nice thing to say. And I don’t really believe 
it anyway. I hope I can be promised to a boy someday, long before I start 
sleeping with him. That’s part of why I’m taking the exercise class and eating 
salads. Our family doctor gave me a lecture two weeks ago about where I was 
headed if I didn’t get my weight under control. You know, total obesity, heart 
disease, high blood pressure, all that. This ice cream is my first and only 
sugary snack all day.” 

Ashley forgave her friend for her earlier comment. She knew Julie was 
probably going to have a hard time finding boyfriends. Her own training diet 
was so much a part of her life that it was completely ingrained, and it was very 
disturbing to her when she slipped from it more than just a little bit, because 
she knew how much her gymnastics depended on it. And she could imagine 
how hard it was going to be for Julie, who was used to eating a bowl of ice 
cream three or four times a day. Ashley reached out and took her friend’s 
hand. 

“T feel the same way you do about boys. And I think you’re being really 
strong by starting to exercise and eat better. And I know there’s a cute boy 
waiting for you out there somewhere!” 

“Hope youre right. Want to try the Europe program?” 

“Sure!” 

For the next three hours the two girls giggled at the computer generated 
voices, and marveled at the excellent graphics of the eye-level tour that 
included barking dogs, canal boat operators who waved as they passed, and 
bicyclists who occasionally came too close for comfort. Most of the time they 
had English selected, and the accent was heavily British. Ashley requested 
they try the French, and found that she could understand most everything, 
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but reported that the French accent was unnaturally thick. The City of 
Luxemburg was on the tour itinerary, and Ashley told Julie all about it as the 
computer display entered the medieval walled city, but they found that the 
program could only show about half of the interesting places Ashley 
remembered. 

About midnight they had had enough of Europe, but it was another two 
hours before they finally got to bed, talking as quietly as they could about 
school, and boys, and which restaurants in town had the best salads... 

* 

Julie’s mother finally poked her head into the room about nine o’clock the 
following morning. The temperature had not dropped much that night, and 
Julie was lying on her stomach under a sheet; her blankets had long before 
fallen to the floor beside the bed. Ashley was curled up under a sheet, but had 
rolled off the camping mattress she was using and was right in the middle of 
the floor. 

“Good morning, girls!” 

Julie lifted a groggy head. “Uh... good morning, Mom. We were up kinda 
late.” 

“I know. I’m off to work, so you'll have to make breakfast yourselves. 
Think you can stay out of the ice cream?” 

“Tll make sure of it!” Ashley said from under the sheet. “How come my 
bed is so hard?” 

Both Julie and her mother laughed. “Yow’re on the floor, dim wit!” Julie 
said. 

Ashley poked her head out. “How’d that happen?” 

“See you later, Julie. Nice seeing you again, Ashley! Have a good trip to 
Oregon.” 

“Thanks! Bye!” 

They couldn't resist returning to Europe for another hour, and Julie 
changed the program’s romance setting to maximum. The two girls were a 
constant stream of giggles as suave young men and slinky ladies came at them 
from out of almost every doorway and alleyway. 

By noon they had finally torn themselves away from the computer, eaten 
frozen waffles and fresh fruit, and Ashley was beginning to realize that she 
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had many things to do before she went to visit Jenny at the nursing home. 

When the clock in the living room had finished chiming the noon hour, 
they both became quiet. 

“If you get accepted by Lyceum, I won’t see you much, will I?” 

“Tll be back for holidays and vacations sometimes, and you can come and 
visit me there if you want to.” 

“Could I really? That would be neat. Everything you’ve told me about it 
sounds so... important. Know what I mean?” 

Ashley pondered her friend’s comment for a moment, remembering 
Lyceum’s United Nations work, all the scientific research going on there, 
meetings of presidents and kings and the Pope. “Yeah. Sometimes I wonder 
what I’m doing trying to get into the place.” 

“It’s right up your alley! You’re a champion gymnast, and you've already 
done some coaching, remember? And from what you told me, you practically 
ran the Special Olympics! And now your're fluent in TWO different 
languages!” 

Ashley felt a little embarrassed by what her friend was saying, but it was all 
true enough. After they had finally said all their good-byes and promised to 
write to each other, and Ashley was on her way home, she thought about her 
friend’s opinion that she would fit right in at Lyceum. Other people had told 
her similar things, but she had never quite believed them. For the first time it 
was beginning to make sense. 

By the time she got home, there was a smile on her face, as she realized 
that maybe, just maybe, she could really be accepted at Lyceum, and could 
learn to do her part in all the things that went on there. 

* 

Ashley spent the next three hours thoughtfully cleaning her room and 
setting things aside that she wanted to take with her the following morning. 
She decided to pack all her clothes into her little back pack as she had done on 
her first train trip, but also take a shoulder bag that she could keep with her 
all the time for souvenirs and other valuable things. 

As she looked at her little pack, she realized what a good friend it had 
been, taking her to Oregon and back, then to New York and Luxemburg, and 
soon it would be returning with her to Lyceum again. She wondered for a 
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moment if she would get to stay in the Lodge room called Antelope a second 
time. She hoped so. 

As she added a couple of leotards, a pair of sockies, and her palm guards to 
the pile of things to take, she suddenly knew that she wouldn’t be spending so 
much time in the gym on this trip. She was sure this would be her last chance 
to get into Lyceum, and she wasn’t going to do anything to blow it. She 
remembered Tabitha asking if she had any questions, or wanted to see other 
parts of the campus, or wanted to talk to any of the members about anything, 
and she had always just wanted to play in the gym. 

This time she was going to make sure she understood everything, and 
talked to many different people, and saw the whole campus, before she started 
spending her free time doing gymnastics. She just might even peek in that 
cabinet full of books... 

Four o’clock rolled around all too soon, and even though she was only 
three-quarters packed, Ashley headed for the nursing home. She had already 
resigned herself to the fact that there would be no time to visit her old gym 
before she had to leave for Oregon. 

The Rapid City Convalescent Center looked about like it always did as she 
strode through the open front door, signed in at the nursing station, and 
stopped to greet a couple of the elderly residents who were in the living room. 
She had been away from the unpleasant smells of the place for awhile, and 
they assaulted her nose more heavily than ever before. Just then one of the 
nursing assistants entered the room. 

“Hi, Ashley! How’s Mr. Thompson?” 

“We were just saying hello to each other. I think he might be a little too 
hot.” 

“Yeah, we all are today. Air conditioning packed up yesterday, and the 
repairman had to order a part from Chicago. Would you like to go out on the 
porch, Mr. Thompson?” the aide asked, bending close to his ear. 

The elderly man made a sound that could have meant anything, but both 
the aide and Ashley could tell from the tone that he was trying to express an 
affirmative. 

“Are you visiting Jenny?” 

“Yeah,” Ashley said. 
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“She loved the things you sent her from Europe! I’m going to take Mr. 
Thompson out. See you later!” 

“Bye, Mira!” 

Ashley walked down the short hallway to Jenny’s room, but found it 
empty, so she continued down the hall to the little porch at the end and 
pushed the door open. There was Jenny in her wheelchair, much more lightly 
dressed than Ashley remembered her from earlier in the year, gazing out over 
the garden. What little hair she had left was tangled, and her clothes were 
mismatched and poorly fitting. Ashley crouched down in front of her younger 
friend. 

“Hi, Jenny! How are you?” 

The girl’s blue eyes revealed that she was happy to see Ashley, but her 
voice showed other emotions. 

“T don’t know,” she said in a depressed tone. Then she started coughing 
and turned her head away from Ashley. 

When her fit had passed, Ashley asked, “Did you get the goodies I sent 
you?” 

“Yeah. They were nice. Thanks. I had to share them with my mom, but I 
did get to taste everything.” 

Ashley was silent for awhile, remembering how much she disliked Jenny’s 
mother, even though she had never met the lady. 

“Did you get the music book?” she finally said to try and crack the ice a 
little more. 

“Yeah. I tried writing down some notes, but I’m not very good at it. I can’t 
play the recorder anymore you know.” 

“Why not?” Ashley asked with disbelief, starting to see why Jenny was so 
sad. 

“My lungs are going. Doctor says the recorder takes too much out of me, 
energy that I don’t have anymore.” 

“So you can’t play your voices anymore?” 

“Not much. Sometimes I still play a little bit, easy parts of the ones I know 
by heart. But practicing voices five and six is too hard. I just start coughing 
like crazy.” 

“Gosh. That’s not fair! That music was so important to you!” Jenny may 
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have been taking the situation stoically, but Ashley sure couldn't. 

“What’s fair when you’re gonna die at ten? At least I made it to ten. One 
doctor didn’t think I would. So... tell me about your trip.” 

Ashley found herself relating a very different version of the French class 
and European walking tour than she had shared with other people, one that 
emphasized the studying, and the hot, sweaty days of walking, and the sore 
feet. She tried to describe the cities and towns without making them sound 
too wonderful. She couldn’t bring herself to tell Jenny about Tim, or even 
Adiv. Jenny was never going to know what it was like to hold hands with a 
boy, or be kissed, or make promises like she and Tim had made. 

After awhile the aide poked her head out the door. 

“Dinner time! You can bring two trays out here if you guys want to.” 

“Thanks, Mira,” Ashley said, and hopped up to brave the heat and odors 
inside long enough to fetch their dinners. 

* 

“Pew!” Ashley said, backing through the door with a tray in each hand. “I 
tried not to breath in there, but I couldn’t hold my breath long enough!” 

For the first time that day, for the first time in many days, Jenny chuckled. 
“It’s ripe in there, isn’t it? I wish I could sleep out here. I’m certainly not 
going back inside ‘til at least midnight!” 

Ashley giggled. “Hey, chicken pot pie. One of the kitchen’s better items. I 
see they’ve got you on high calorie again.” 

“Yeah. They think I'll live a little longer if they can fatten me up.” She 
started eating her dessert. 

The two girls ate in silence for awhile, occasionally making comments 
about one of the items on their trays. 

Ashley had never felt so powerless. She seemed unable to give Jenny the 
slightest thing that her friend needed. The little gifts she had so far given the 
dying girl wound up going more to the girl’s mother than to the intended 
recipient. 

What Jenny needed was life, and breath, and the ability to play the songs 
that she loved so much, and Ashley couldn’t think of anything she could do to 
help with those needs. Ashley knew what would make Jenny really happy 
before she died — to be able to play all seven voices of the symphony she had 
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composed. She couldn’t think of any way to help that goal come true. 

“Want my dessert?” Ashley asked. 

“Sure, if you don’t. Want my Brussels sprouts? Yuk!” 

“Sure! Low cal source of vitamins and minerals!” 

The gymnast traded dessert for vegetables with the terminally ill girl, and 
they both lapsed back into silence as they finished their dinners. 

“How long can you stay?” Jenny asked. 

“As long as you'll have me. Midnight would be fine. We could go down to 
the snack bar later for real desserts if you want, you know, banana splits or 
something. My treat!” 

“Wow. My mom never stays longer than half an hour. And never takes me 
anywhere.” 

Ashley insisted that Jenny brush her hair and put on nicer clothes before 
they went out, and so with Mira’s assistance Jenny completed her after-dinner 
toileting and changed into a new pair of pants and a pretty summer blouse. 
The nurse on duty told them that normally they should be back by nine 
o’clock, but considering the air conditioning was broken and Ashley was 
leaving town, they could stay out as late as they wanted. 

Ashley pushed her to not one, but two different snack shops. First came 
the promised banana split, and later a root beer float. Between the two snack 
bars, they did some window shopping. Most of the stores were closed for the 
night, but Ashley bought Jenny a sparkly plastic necklace at the video rental 
shop. 

Finally, as the twilight deepened sometime between ten and eleven o’clock, 
the pair of girls meandered to the nursing home, their strange profile 
silhouetted in the light of nearby street lamps. 

Ashley did stay until midnight. Jenny had not been joking when she had 
vowed to stay out in the fresh air until then. That eight-hour visit was a very 
humbling experience for Ashley, who kept rolling around in her head the 
things she knew would make Jenny truly happy. Ashley had learned that she 
could bring happiness to the mentally handicapped people at the Pine Street 
Group Home with simple words and trinkets. But Jenny was not mentally 
handicapped. She knew all too well what she wanted to do, what she couldn’t 
do because of her poor health, and what she would never be able to do 
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because she wouldn’t live long enough. 

They sat on the little porch savoring the night’s coolness, gazing at the 
garden lit by glaring flood lights — very different, Ashley thought, from the 
way Lyceum illuminated its gardens. 

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Jenny asked suddenly. 

Ashley hadn’t wanted to talk about Tim. She didn’t want to make Jenny 
even more aware of what she would be missing. But neither did she feel good 
about lying or holding back knowledge that her friend wanted. 

“Yeah.” 

“Please tell me what it’s like. I’ll never have one. I’d just like to know what 
it’s like.” 

Ashley swallowed. What did Jenny need to hear... about having a 
boyfriend? What could she say that would give her friend strength, and not 
make her feel even more lonely? Suddenly she knew. 

“See this broken coin necklace?” Ashley said, pulling it out of her blouse. 

“Uh huh.” 

“It’s a symbol of a promise that I have with a freckle faced, red headed boy 
who lives in New Orleans.” 

“Jeez.” 

“Yeah, I know. Long ways away. Lots could happen between today and 
the next time I get to see him.” 

They were both silent for a moment. Finally Ashley went on. 

“You know when you go into a church, you always see a crucifix, or 
something like that?” 

“Yeah...?” 

“That’s a symbol for God’s promise to watch over us and let us go to 
heaven if we’re good.” 

More thoughts started coming to Ashley, and she felt like she was going 
way out on a limb, but somehow they seemed like the thoughts that Jenny 
needed to hear. 

“You know how the stars play music for you at night?” 

“Oh, yes!” Jenny said, looking up at the sky. 

“Those stars are promising that someday you'll be a musician. Someday 
you'll hear all seven voices played together, and then you'll start writing even 
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more beautiful symphonies!” 

“You think so?” 

Their eyes met in earnest. “I know so, Jenny. And that’s what it’s like 
having a boyfriend. When you're holding hands, it’s wonderful, like when you 
play your music, or when you take communion at church. But most of the 
time you just have to remind yourself of the promise, and wait, maybe for a 
long, long time.” 

They were both silent for awhile. 

“It’s my most special dream to someday hear all seven voices played 
together,” Jenny said, still looking up at the stars. Then she yawned a big, 
sleepy yawn. “Maybe I’m ready for bed.” 

Ashley pushed her friend inside the building and into her room, but before 
she had even let go of the wheelchair handles, her own face twisted into an 
irresistible yawn. Jenny giggled. As the aide came in to get Jenny ready for 
bed, Ashley said she would call or write soon. The two young girls clasped 
hands and their eyes met. 

“Remember the promises!” Ashley said in a soft voice. 

“T will!” Jenny whispered. 

* 

Ashley did little besides bump into walls for the first few minutes after her 
father woke her at 4:30 the next morning. Her mother steered her into the 
shower and intentionally set the control value on a nice, cool setting. 

“Tm awake, I’m awake!” she said from behind the plastic curtain. 

As soon as she was out and wrapped in a towel, her father shoved a cup of 
very sweet coffee in her hand. “Drink! You have fifteen minutes to finish 
packing!” he said. 

As soon as she stepped back into her room, she had to use all her will 
power to keep from falling back onto her bed and pulling the warm covers 
over her. To help resist the temptation, she quickly made her bed and put her 
pack and shoulder bag on it. She had most of her clothes picked out, but still 
needed to get out what was left of the little gifts she had brought back from 
Europe, make sure everything was in her purse, and grab a coat. When she 
finally felt ready, her father had the car running and was honking the horn. 

They decided to eat breakfast at the all-night cafe just a block from the bus 
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station, and as soon as Ashley had ordered her scrambled eggs with diced ham 
and a fruit cup instead of hash browns, she dashed down to the bus station to 
make sure she had the right departure time. Yes, the man behind the counter 
assured her, the bus wouldn’t leave a minute before six o’clock. 

Ashley ran back into the cafe, plopped into her seat and looked at her 
parents. All three broke out laughing at the same moment. 

“Was I really running into walls before you stuck me in that cold shower?” 

“You most certainly were!” her mother said. 

She chuckled and sipped at her orange juice. 

“Our daughter has learned to burn the candle at both ends, Honey. I just 
hope she isn’t still yawning when she arrives for her evaluation!” 

“I’m going right back to sleep as soon as I get on the bus,” Ashley declared. 

Soon their food arrived and they busied themselves with its timely 
consumption, noticing the clock rapidly making its way from 5:30 to 5:45. 

By 5:52 they were at the bus station and the other passengers were already 
getting on. 

Ashley stood there, pack on her back, shoulder bag at her side, ticket in her 
hand. She looked at the couple who had adopted her, given her a home, and a 
name, and the resources to continue her gymnastics training. Also, she 
reminded herself, they had given her the freedom to apply to Lyceum, travel 
to Oregon, to New York, to Luxemburg and France, and now back to Oregon 
for a second time. She couldn’t think of anything to say that expressed how 
thankful she was, so she just buried herself in their embrace and cried. 

“Last call. Six o’clock run to Cheyenne,” the loud speaker said. 

“You guys are the best parents in the whole world!” she managed to say 
through her tears just before she tore herself away and dashed onto the bus, 
still crying. 

* 

Ashley was occupied for a long time by the realization of how much she 
owed her parents, and how she was going to do everything she could to repay 
their kindness whenever she was able. And that decision was going to stand if 
Lyceum accepted her, or if she returned to Rapid City and was never more 
than a coffee shop waitress. She wasn’t able to get to sleep until the bus had 
carried her past the Black Hills and far into Wyoming. 
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* 


When she finally woke, she was on the outskirts of Cheyenne and the 
afternoon was waning. As she had done just a few days before, she decided to 
walk between the stations, buying a taco to eat along the way. 

As soon as Ashley stepped into the train station, she discovered her first 
opportunity to use her new language skills in a real-life situation. A family of 
two parents and a little boy was at the ticket counter attempting to 
communicate something to the Station Master. They were trying to make 
some French words be understood by speaking them slowly and loudly. 
Naturally, it wasn’t working. Ashley’s heart pounded — they sounded so 
serious, and so desperate. She took a deep breath and stepped up to the 
counter. 

“Que puis-je traduire pour vous?” she said, wondering if she could 
translate for them. 

Everyone fell silent for a moment. Neither the French family nor the ticket 
man were used to having fluent French come from a little teeny bopper in 
Cheyenne, Wyoming. The little boy smiled, and Ashley smiled back at him. 

“Oui!” the man finally said, and explained to Ashley what they wanted. 

“They would like an economy bedroom on this evening’s train to 
Portland,” she told the ticket man. By this time most everyone in the station 
had gathered near to watch the drama. 

“Well, that I can understand. Let me see what I can do...” He turned to his 
computer terminal. 

Ashley spoke further with the family, and they told her that her accent was 
so good, they had almost asked what city in France she was from, until they 
noticed that her vocabulary was a little lean. 

“I do not have an economy bedroom. I have one deluxe family bedroom 
available,” the ticket man said, and then quoted its cost. Ashley whistled to 
herself, realizing how much more it was than the discount coach seat she had 
reserved five weeks before. She explained, in French, what was available and 
what it cost. 

“Oui, oui, il n’y a pas de probleme!” the French man said. 

Ashley stepped back to the end of the line and waited for the family and 
two other people to get their tickets. Then she presented hers. 
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“Well, young lady, isn’t this about the forth time you’ve been through my 
station?” the same Station Master said who had once accused her of being too 
young to travel alone. 

“Yep. It’s the nearest station to Rapid City.” 

“That it is. Here’s your boarding pass. Thanks for helping out with the 
French folks. Train’s running about ten minutes late.” 

The family had been so busy with their tickets and luggage that they hadn’t 
noticed Ashley get on the same train. But they were ecstatic when they 
entered the lounge car that evening to find her sitting at the snack counter. 
After talking for awhile, they offered to buy all of Ashley’s meals on the train if 
she would baby-sit for them that evening and the following evening. Since 
Ashley and the boy of about six years had already exchanged friendly grins, 
and it would give her a chance to practice her French, she accepted. 

Ashley found that between the baby-sitting and interpreting for them in 
the dining car, she spoke little but French for the next twenty-four hours. 
While baby-sitting, she brought her belongings to their bedroom, and spent 
time with the little boy there, or in the lounge car, or in the dining car, while 
his parents had dinner alone and went to the bar. 

When the train pulled into the Portland station on a cool but golden 
Pacific Northwest evening, the French couple collected their son from Ashley 
for the last time and handed her an envelope. 

“Au revoir, Michel!” Ashley said, hugging the boy. 

She slipped on her pack and shoulder bag and stopped by her seat to see if 
she had forgotten anything. There she took a moment to open the envelope. 
It contained a signed traveler’s cheque and a card with their address on it, and 
on the back of the card was a message inviting her to visit any time she was in 
France. She smiled, slipped it into her shoulder bag, and headed for the exit 
stair. 

* 

As soon as she entered the station, she could see Sister Heather, with 
Tabitha and Karen beside her almost doing handsprings with excitement. A 
man with two suitcases was there also, and Ashley could vaguely remember 
seeing him on the train. Ashley joined them and shared hugs with her fellow 


gymnasts. 
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“Aren’t you the little French girl from the train?” the black-haired man of 
about forty asked. 

Ashley giggled. “Actually I’m from South Dakota,” she said. “I earned 
some money baby-sitting and interpreting for a French family on the way 
here.” 

“Comment vas-tu, Ashley?” Karen said. 

“Prét a tout!” Ashley replied with a grin, and she really did feel ready for 
whatever was about to come her way. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 39: A Second Chance 


Brother Randy Robert hovered near the door to the conference room, 
greeting the prospective members with handshakes and gestures to the stacks 
of materials on one table and the platter of cookies and bowl of fruit on 
another. After sharing a few words with a new pair of arrivals, he glanced 
over at the short girl who had come early. She was still browsing through the 
cabinet of reference books, reading the jackets and peeking at the tables of 
contents. 

Just then a teenage girl dashed in carrying a basket of strawberries. 

“Welcome!” he said. 

“Hi,” she said a little nervously. “I’m Liberty.” 

“Come in, Liberty. Take one from each stack on that table, and help 
yourself to a snack if you’d like. Are those from Sarah’s garden?” 

“Uh... yes, they are!” she said, realizing he was referring to the 
strawberries. 

Liberty took a good look at the man who had greeted her. He was nice 
looking, but at nearly thirty, he was a little older than she preferred. 

“May I have one?” he asked. 

“Um... sure!” 

He picked out a small one. “Mmmmm! So much tastier than store- 
bought!” 

Liberty smiled. She was already beginning to feel comfortable with the 
leader of the first evaluation meeting — and after recent events, she was glad. 
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He had to turn his attention to more adults who were arriving, so Liberty 
got herself the printed materials, a pad of paper, a pen, and two cookies. As 
she sat down in an empty seat near the back, she noticed a boy coming in. He 
looked seventeen or eighteen, and fairly cute, but somehow... inexperienced. 
That was okay — Liberty had taught several boys their first lessons in the art 
of loving. 

Just then Sister Sarah dashed in and ran right up to the boy Liberty had 
been eyeing. 

“Good luck!” Sarah said, and then they hugged each other. The eight-year- 
old dashed out as quickly as she had come. 

Liberty felt green. But she knew with absolute certainty that she dared not 
tangle with Sister Sarah again. So instead of letting herself feel jealous, she 
just put the cute boy out of her mind and opened her workbook to see what 
was inside. 

A few minutes later Brother Randy Robert closed the door and stood in 
front of the assembled group. “Good evening, everyone, and welcome to the 
Pacific Northwest, if you have journeyed from other parts of the globe. And of 
course welcome to this place called Lyceum. My co-facilitator is Sister 
Joan...” 

The curly-haired blond girl of about fifteen who was sitting near him rose 
and looked embarrassed. But she had a very pretty smile, Shawn thought to 
himself. 

The short girl’s hand went up. 

“Yes?” Brother Randy Robert said. “Please tell me your name again.” 

“Tm Ashley. Is Sister Clairebeth okay?” 

“Sister Clairebeth is in Africa right now. As far as I know she’s in good 
health, but she’s up to her ears in diplomatic problems to solve.” 

“Thanks,” Ashley said. 

“Well, well,” he said, looking at a list. “I have a whopping thirty-two in my 
group, and all but one are present and accounted for.” 

At that moment Sarah slipped in the door and handed Joan a note. 

“We just found our missing person,” the fifteen-year-old said. “She was on 
a flight from Boise to Eugene, the plane had engine trouble and had to land in 
Burns, she got a bus to Bend, but the next scheduled bus won’t get her here 
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until noon tomorrow.” 

“Hmm,” Brother Randy Robert said, considering. “She’d miss orientation 
tonight, the service tomorrow, and lots of material on religions. That’s too 
much.” 

“Yeah — Id hate to miss that much,” the young co-facilitator said. 

“Well, since you received the note, I'll let you handle the situation. Do you 
think a flight over to Bend to pick her up is warranted?” 

“Gosh,” Sister Joan said with an unsure look on her face. “Isn’t that pretty 
expensive in fuel and stuff?” 

“Yes, but there are many people around tonight, and I bet you could fill the 
extra seats with people who’d love an evening flight over the mountains, with 
dessert in the mall over there included, which is the best place to make our 
pick-up anyway.” 

Sister Joan looked at the note again and considered. All of the prospective 
members watched and listened with interest. “She did make a very good 
effort to get here. I think we should do it.” 

“You have as much authority to make that decision as I do,” Brother Randy 
Robert said. 

Liberty’s mouth fell open. 

“Tll go set it up,” the teenage member said. 

As soon as she left the room, Brother Randy Robert addressed the group. 
“The situation you just witnessed illustrates one of Lyceum’s unique qualities. 
You will study and discuss that quality in more detail on... let me see... 
Wednesday. But since it happened before your eyes, I’m sure you’re curious 
how a fifteen-year-old who has only been a member for a year could make a 
decision that will cost us hundreds, possibly thousands of dollars, utilizing a 
vehicle worth millions of dollars. It’s simple — she used her considerable 
intelligence to realize that a good member is worth far more than a few 
gallons of jet fuel, and if we don’t stand beside that person now, in her 
moment of need, there is a good chance of losing her — or at least losing her 
enthusiasm and potential loyalty. At Lyceum, an intelligent response to a 
unique situation, tempered by consultation with others — in this case me — 
has priority over rule books. We do have what you might call rule books, but 
they are for presenting guidelines and recording past experiences, and do not 
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substitute for clear thinking.” 

One lady in the room seemed almost offended by what had happened, and 
proceeded to argue with Brother Randy Robert, saying something about 
standard operating procedures and accounting controls. Ashley wasn’t really 
listening. She was starting to remember the things that had been said at the 
last evaluation week about decision making, and now, seeing an example, it 
was all starting to fit together for her. And it reminded her of the role she had 
played at the Special Olympics in Pierre, South Dakota. The chairwoman of 
the coordinating committee had loved it because it worked, and hated it 
because it was Ashley’s idea. At Lyceum, she now realized, making those 
kinds of decisions was okay. 

“..SO what we need to do,” the facilitator was saying in an attempt to 
conclude the argument with the lady, “is to refresh our memory about this 
week’s purpose. Even though Lyceum is changing all the time, you are going 
to have to let us evaluate you, and you are going to have to evaluate us, based 
on the way Lyceum is today, not on what you would like it to be.” 

“Well, that’s the most undemocratic attitude I’ve ever heard!” the lady 
said, and quickly walked out of the room. 

Brother Randy Robert let the silence linger for a minute. Then he spoke 
slowly and solemnly. “The only valid reason for becoming a member of 
Lyceum is to be of service to humanity, in some of the many ways that Lyceum 
does that. If your purpose is to impose your will upon Lyceum, then you have 
come to the wrong place. There are thousands of organizations out there that 
engage in what I call ‘the marketplace of egos,’ existing primarily so that 
persons can vie for position and status. Please feel free to join one of those 
organizations. At Lyceum, there is no place for that. We have too much to 
do.” 

A very personal nerve was being struck for Shawn. He realized that his 
father, the famous Reverend Tommy Mitchell, lived by ego first, and 
somewhere, way down the list, was service. He swallowed hard, and hoped 
that for him, service would come first and ego would be way down the list. He 
desperately hoped... 

Soon Sister Joan, whom Liberty had met and decided she liked during her 
first few days at Lyceum, returned to the conference room and shared with 
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her co-facilitator that the flight had been nearly filled by a group of executives 
from San Francisco and would be lifting off in a few minutes. The stranded 
prospective member had made arrangements to get to the mall in Bend, and 
would be able to join the group that evening. There was a murmur of 
compliments from the group. 

Next Brother Randy Robert went over all the ground rules for the week, 
and Sister Joan walked them through the schedule. Ashley found that it was 
similar, but not quite the same as during her first evaluation week. 

“And now that you know basically what we’re doing, it’s time to share a 
little about yourselves,” the fifteen-year-old co-facilitator said. “Each of you 
gets to make a little speech, and it should include your first name, your home 
town, your profession, your favorite hobby, and what you like the most about 
Lyceum.” 

There was a minute of silence during which some people looked around to 
see who was going to go first, and others made notes on their tablets. A clean 
cut man of about twenty-five stood. 

“Tm Ron, and I’m from Los Angeles. I was a real estate salesman, but I 
hope to leave most of that behind me.” Mumbles of agreement. “I love 
sailing, and so if I become a member, you'll find me on the Columbia River on 
my days off.” Noises of mutual interest from a couple of others. “I think what 
I like about Lyceum most is the fact that it is, just like Randy Robert said, 
service oriented. As I understand it, if you are willing and able to serve, you 
can, and your needs will be taken care of.” 

A brief applause. 

“Hi, everyone! I’m Ashley from Rapid City, South Dakota. My profession 
is gymnastics... and also some French interpreting. I guess my favorite hobby 
is playing computer games... but hiking is really fun too. I like Lyceum 
because it’s given me the chance to learn new things and discover that I had 
skills I didn’t know about before.” 

Again, applause. 

“Tam Ludmilla, and I come from Kirov, Russia,” the pretty lady who stood 
next said in a thick accent. “I am... how do you say... administrator. I like 
very much skiing, on the snow. And I like Lyceum because all people in the 
world can together do things.” 
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A hearty applause. 

“Tm Shawn. The only thing I’ve done that you could call work was that I 
volunteered in the Gospel Light Mission in my home town of Greenville, 
South Carolina. I guess my hobby is reading the Bible, but I’ve started to read 
other inspired books too. I like Lyceum because its people are there when you 
need them. I was glad when Sister Joan decided to help the missing 
prospective member get here. They had to shuttle me all the way across the 
country, and it took five days!” 

Applause, and sounds of surprise. Liberty decided he wasn’t her type after 
hearing about his volunteer work and his hobby. After several more people 
had taken their turns, she gathered her courage. 

“Hello, I’m Liberty. The work I’ve done the most is taking care of horses. 
I’m from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. I’ve started a new hobby recently that I 
think I like a lot. I’m learning to bake. If any of you had a cinnamon roll in 
the Dining Hall today, I made them.” Noises of appreciation from several who 
obviously had partaken. “The thing I like most about Lyceum...” She stopped, 
almost choked with emotions. After a moment she tried again. “The thing I 
like most about Lyceum is that they care enough to not let you get away with 
doing the wrong thing, and they'll stand beside you while you learn to do the 
right thing.” 

A tremendous applause, as most of those present recognized the emotional 
effort that had gone into her words. 

After all the rest of the prospective members had given their speeches, the 
facilitator stood. “My name is Randy Robert, and I’m from Prince George, 
British Columbia. I’m a medical doctor, and I dearly love singing in the choir 
here at Lyceum, as I did in my church back home. I think my favorite thing 
about Lyceum is how it manages to surprise anyone who comes here with 
preconceptions, no matter what those preconceptions are.” 

Again, Shawn thought of his father. 

“Now it’s my turn, I guess,” the co-facilitator said nervously. “I’m Joan. 
Um... oh yeah... ’'m from Santa Fe, New Mexico. Um... I work in the Lodge 
and the Chemistry Lab, and my favorite hobby is fantasy role playing games. 
Whew!” 

Several people chuckled at her nervousness during the very activity she 


Lyceum Quest 400 


had initiated. 

Brother Randy Robert talked about the reference books available in the 
mobile supply cabinet and took a few questions. By that time eight o’clock 
had arrived, so he announced a break for snacks and other needs. 

Shawn immediately approached Ashley, who was in the process of 
checking a book out of the reference cabinet. 

“Me and my friend Sarah are going to get some ice cream when the 
session’s over. Would you like to join us? My treat.” 

“Gosh... sure! A small serving. Oh wait, Tabitha and Karen — they’re the 
other gymnasts here — were gonna meet me...” 

“They can come too!” 

“Great! Can I invite the black-haired girl? I think her name’s Libby.” 

“Yeah, I was gonna do that, but you can for me.” 

Just as Ashley was heading over to where Liberty was sitting on a table 
munching cookies and flipping through her workbook, the tall, black-haired 
girl looked up at the ceiling, listening intently. 

“What is it?” Ashley asked, also looking up. 

“Rotor blades. The eight seat Taurus R5000 helicopter, I think. Can you 
hear it?” 

Ashley listened. “No. You must have good ears.” 

“It’s in the port building... it just touched down... the pilot just shut down 
the jet engines.” 

“Gosh... I didn’t even know helicopters had jet engines!” Ashley said, 
feeling in awe of the other’s knowledge. You’re Libby?” 

“Liberty.” 

“Liberty... me and Shawn — the guy over there — and our companions are 
all getting together for ice cream afterwards. Join us? Your companion can 
come too.” 

Liberty wondered if Shawn’s companion was Sister Sarah. Oh, well. It 
didn’t look like Liberty was going to be able to avoid the young member. And 
besides, she had offered to be friends, and Sarah had, to Liberty’s amazement, 
accepted. “Sounds like fun. Brenda and I were probably just gonna talk. I’ve 
had a rough week. Hey, do you really interpret French?” 

“A little. I made fifty bucks, plus meals, on the train here. What made 
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your week rough?” 

Liberty felt a little tweaked that Ashley had just come out and asked. But 
she reminded herself that she had opened the door — she must have wanted 
to talk about it with someone. She had already made one enemy... maybe it 
was time to make a friend. She looked at the floor. Ashley hopped onto the 
table beside her. 

“It was a stupid thing I did. An old habit of mine. Surviving on the streets 
in a big city, you learn to go on the offensive, you know, punch before you get 
punched.” 

“Uh huh,” Ashley said, trying to show she understood, even though she 
had never done it. 

“T called Sister Sarah a pretty bad name. That was before I knew she was 
on the evaluation team and all.” 

“From what I’ve heard, you can’t really hide anything from Sister Sarah, or 
her mentor Sister Rachael. That’s why they're always on the team. They got 
us up at four in the morning last time, and that was in December!” 

“You mean, you've been through evaluation here before?” 

It was Ashley’s turn to look at the floor. Sister Heather had said it would 
be wisest not to talk about her first evaluation with the new prospective 
members. And Ashley had thought it would be embarrassing anyway. But 
Liberty was bearing her soul. When someone did that, it always made Ashley 
want to do the same. 

“Um... yeah. I guess you'd say I flunked out the first time. Too sure of 
myself. Spent too much time in the gym playing. But they assigned me some 
things to do, and then gave me a second chance, so I won’t be at the ice cream 
thing very long tonight ‘cause I want to start reading this book I checked out.” 

“Can you give me any pointers?” 

“Sure. Don’t let things fly over your head. If you don’t understand 
something, ask someone. That’s why we have contact persons and 
companions. I thought I could just join Lyceum, do a few chores, and get to 
use the gym. Wrong! You have to understand, and be willing to do your part, 
in everything Lyceum does.” 

Liberty thought fora moment. “Hey, thanks. Want a strawberry? Sister 
Sarah grew them.” 
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“Thanks!” Ashley said, wondering how Liberty had acquired them if she 
and Sarah were on bad terms. “You know, maybe you and I can help each 
other out. Sort of... quiz each other on the stuff we’re learning...?” 

Liberty began to feel like she really was gaining a friend. Just a few hours 
before she had felt like an untouchable. Her spirits were mending. “Okay! I 
know Ill need help with the religion stuff.” 

“My weakness is the science stuff. I feel a little better about International 
Services after visiting the U.N. and learning French.” 

At that moment Sister Sarah entered with a lady at her side. The 
facilitators greeted them and names were exchanged. 

“You have no idea how surprised I was when I discovered I was being 
picked up at the mall by helicopter! I actually saw the thing land, and a bunch 
of people got out, but didn’t think it had anything to do with me. Then this 
sweet little girl here hops out, looks at all the people who had gathered to 
watch the landing — close to a hundred of them, I think — and walks straight 
up to me!” 

“You just looked like the only person there who needed a ride to Lyceum!” 
Sarah said. 

“Well, thank you so much, Honey!” 

“T’ve already told her most of the stuff she missed, except about reference 
books,” Sarah said. 

“Thank you, Sarah,” Brother Randy Robert said. 

The session reconvened, and both facilitators took turns going over all the 
mechanics of evaluation week, such as meals, lodging, health care, and 
recreation. There were more questions, and finally at 9:15 the facilitators 
made a few suggestions about possible uses of their free time and said good 
night. Randy Robert stayed to tell the new lady about the book cabinet, and 
Shawn, Ashley, and Liberty all hurried into the lobby to find Sarah, Tabitha, 
Karen, and Brenda waiting for them. Tabitha and Karen were in their 
leotards. 

After some introductions, with all seven young people in good spirits, they 
headed for the Dining Hall, where Shawn selected a big table. They all picked 
out their favorite dessert, except that the gymnasts split a small strawberry 
sundae three ways. 
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“Tm starting to get the feeling that you guys are serious about gymnastics. 
You don’t just do it for fun now and then, do you?” Liberty commented as the 
trio savored the few spoonfuls of ice cream that each received. 

Sarah giggled. She knew the titles they held. 

“What’s funny?” Shawn asked. 

The three gymnasts looked at each other. “Should we tell them?” Karen 
said. 

The other two nodded. 

Karen spoke first. “Oregon State, bronze medal. Nationals, fifth on floor 
exercise, ninth on bars.” 

Shawn’s eyes were getting bigger. 

Tabitha spoke. “Nationals, sixth all-around.” 

Liberty’s mouth was opening. 

Ashley completed the revelations. “South Dakota State, gold medal.” 

The respect that both Liberty and Shawn felt for the three younger girls 
was greatly increased after hearing of their medals and places. In addition, 
Liberty experienced a twinge of inadequacy, remembering that she had just 
begun a friendship with Ashley, and that even though her own I.Q. was almost 
immeasurable, her only accomplishment to date had been to successfully care 
for three horses for a year. It just didn’t sound like much in comparison. 

Then something clicked into place for Liberty. She had, she realized, just 
learned a lesson about that exact sort of thing. Sarah was better than her at 
some things, even though she was younger. It looked now like Ashley would 
fit into the same category. Maybe all the younger kids at Lyceum were like 
that. Oh, well, Liberty, time to tuck away your pride and go on with life... or 
go to Texas. 

Shawn’s struggle was different. He knew he was attracted to the tall, 
black-haired girl from Philadelphia. He could also tell that she was about the 
least religious person he had ever met. He instantly knew what his father 
would have said about the situation — that the girl had been sent by the Devil 
to snare him. But after a few minutes of eating his ice cream and sharing in 
the light conversation that was bouncing around the table, Shawn thought of 
another way to look at it that made much more sense to him — perhaps the 
Devil had arranged the temptation, but that didn’t mean that the black-haired 
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girl was herself in league with the Evil One. 

Ashley watched closely the dynamics that were unfolding between Liberty 
and Sister Sarah. She could tell that those two were going to have a hard time 
becoming true friends. She wondered what kind of situation would bring 
them to the point of really being able to trust each other... 

* 

Sunday morning brought a light rain which was just ending as Shawn sat 
with the evaluation group and watched the inspirational service unfold on the 
floor of the Ecumenical Temple. He felt, for one of the first times in his life, 
deeply inspired. 

It was simply entitled Fruits, and began with the humble work of the 
farmer harvesting the produce of the Earth, giving it to his family and selling 
it to other people, who enjoyed its goodness in homes and restaurants. The 
choir sang country tunes, and a baritone narrator read passages from folk 
literature. 

But soon Shawn realized that the theme had changed, as he watched 
scientists, researchers, and diplomats pulling new understandings and new 
devices from their flasks, books, and computers. Dancers looked on with 
melodramatic curiosity, and the audience became completely involved. 

And then almost imperceptibly the story moved to yet another level, as the 
farmer, the scientist, and the diplomat, joined by ministers and monks from 
several different faiths, knelt at little shrines that the dancers brought out, 
some containing an elaborate statue and altar, others as simple as a small 
piece of rug. They prayed or chanted fervently, and an air of expectancy filled 
the Temple. 

Suddenly the lighting changed, and the faces and clothing of the actors 
became radiant. The choir began a lively, happy tune, and an abstract 
holographic image formed in the air and began to move upward, an image in 
which each viewer seemed to see something a little different, but always 
something happy and wonderful. 

Then the dancers returned, bringing baskets of fruits and tasty vegetables 
up the aisles to all the rows of people. Plums and cherries and strawberries, 
sweet peppers, tasty little carrots, and mild radishes. Most of the prospective 
members, along with many other first-time visitors to Lyceum, were surprised 
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by the bounty, being used to religious services in which baskets were passed 
for a different purpose. 

When the inspirational service concluded, some people left promptly for a 
late breakfast, but many lingered, pondering what they had seen, listening to 
the choir, watching the dancers, talking softly amongst themselves. At the 
invitation of the actors, children wandered down to the main floor to dance 
and play. And whenever elderly or handicapped people were moving along 
the aisles unaccompanied, a Lyceum person would quickly appear at their side 
to offer a steadying arm. 

Fruits of the earth, fruits of the mind, fruits of the spirit, Shawn thought. 
Sorry, Dad, but the Devil would have a hard time busting into this place. 

* 

At lunch, which was spread out on picnic tables in a large yard near the 
Residential Lobby, the three youngest prospective members sat near each 
other, all three feeling glad of the bond they had commenced over ice cream 
the night before. Even Liberty was completely at ease, as she had slept deeply 
and well... and Sister Sarah wasn’t present. 

But Liberty was not her usual talkative self. As knowledgeable as she was 
in most subject areas, from mathematics to history, the inspirational service 
in the Ecumenical Temple had just addressed, for the third time since she 
arrived, that part of her life which so far she had completely ignored... even 
avoided. But her intelligence was enough, at least, to recognize that a gap did 
exist in her understanding of things, even if she was far from ready to know 
what should fill that gap. She rolled over and over in her mind the sights, 
sounds, and words of the services she had witnessed as she nibbled on her 
roast beef, cheese, and tomato sandwich. 

* 

“How many of you have a concept of deity?” the facilitator, Sister Maria, a 
Spanish lady of about fifty asked as they delved into the heart of their 
afternoon session. 

Almost every hand went up. 

“How many of you are convinced of the correctness of your concept of 
deity?” 

About half of those present raised their hands, with a few wavering up and 
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down undecidedly. 

“One of the three fundamental missions of Lyceum is to run an all-faith 
religious services center. Notice that I did not say ‘run a religion.’ The two 
are very different. The members of Lyceum are here to create, maintain, and 
operate this place, a place where any religion, and any person of any religion 
or faith, can come to use a variety of facilities and services. There is no 
Lyceum Religion. There never will be.” 

Ashley was paying close attention. She knew that her own faith, the 
Roman Catholic Church, had once considered itself a universal religion. But 
she also knew that there were many other religions, and many other Christian 
churches. She was hearing Lyceum’s point of view described to her for the 
second time now, and it was beginning to make sense. Lyceum knew there 
was really no universal religion — everyone could come there to pray, 
worship, and do other things. Did that mean all religions and churches were 
sort of like people, and Lyceum was like a roof? 

“One of the most fundamental fears that most of us have is the fear of 
people with different beliefs and assumptions about life. Being a different 
religion, even a different sect, means deeply different beliefs and assumptions. 
So in our civilization, we keep our religions and sects separate, and when we 
must come together in the workplace, or the shopping center, we avoid any 
religious topics or activities.” 

Ashley listened intently. 

“The visitors to Lyceum can easily avoid religions and cultures with which 
they are not comfortable. They can simply not attend any event that is not to 
their liking. They can simply not use any shrine or chapel that is of the wrong 
faith. They can simply not talk to people who aren’t the right people in their 
eyes. And our public worship services, like the one you saw this morning, are 
designed to be non-specific to any religion or culture, unless clearly titled, 
such as our Christmas and Passover programs.” 

Sister Maria looked into the faces of her listeners before going on. 

“Members do not have those luxuries. Amongst us, just about every 
possible religion is represented, and we must sit at table together... plan 
together... work together... and play together. Every morning we worship and 
reflect together. One morning our worship is led by a traditional Catholic who 
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is proud to know exactly when to sit, stand, and kneel during the mass. The 
next morning it is led by a New Ager who sings to his crystals.” Several people 
chuckled. Ashley felt a little strange about the Catholic comment. “The next 
by a long-haired Hindu, the next by a clean-cut Southern Baptist.” She looked 
around the room at the discomfort she saw in many of the prospective 
members. “If you are not convinced of the essential validity of every single 
person’s religious experience... and every single person’s religious 
preferences... then you would have a hard time being a member of Lyceum.” 

Many questions followed. Ashley listened, but she had a question of her 
own, and as soon as there was a chance, she raised her hand. 

“Yes, Ashley?” 

“Um... is Brother Ted around?” 

“Brother Ted graduated... to whatever is beyond this life... last March. He 
was a good teacher...” 

Ashley didn’t hear everything that Sister Maria said. Suddenly her eyes 
filled with tears. Even though he had been very blunt and firm, she had felt a 
close connection with the old man, and that was why she had selected him to 
do her final interview during her first evaluation week. Now he was gone. She 
felt like the floor had just dropped out from under her as she lowered her head 
into her hands. 

But something was steadying her. She could feel a gentle hand on her 
arm, and a hand on each of her shoulders. A soft voice was speaking to her. 

“,.and he made a disc during his last few days among us, and he put as 
much of his wisdom onto it as he could. You could go to the library this 
evening and learn from him again...” 

Ashley dug the tears out of her eyes. Sister Maria was kneeling beside her 
chair, a brown hand touching her arm. She looked to each side, and found 
that Shawn was on one side of her, and Liberty on the other. 

“Um... I’m sorry. He was... a very nice man.” 

“He believed in you very much, Ashley,” Sister Maria said. 

“He did? I... I guess I should watch his disk tonight.” 

“Are you okay now?” 

“Yeah. Thanks,” she said, and then glanced at her two friends, hoping they 
would know how much she appreciated them being there. 
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* 


When Tabitha met Ashley that evening, she was immediately informed 
that her charge wanted to go to the gym for awhile, but only for about half an 
hour, and only after viewing the disk that Brother Ted had made. They 
entered the Library together, and Tabitha showed Ashley how to locate the 
disk using a computer index. It was the first time Ashley had paid much 
attention to the Library, and she smiled when she realized that a microscope 
or a game of Candyland could be checked out as easily as a book. 

As Tabitha was checking out the disk, Ashley recognized a lady sitting 
behind the counter. 

“Hi!” Ashley said. 

The brown-haired lady of about twenty-five looked up from her book 
covering work. “Hello!” 

“Aren’t you Jennifer,” Ashley pondered, “from... I can’t remember the 
name... a little town in the bottom of a canyon?” 

“Yes. Troy, Oregon. I remember you! Ashley, right? You're the first 
person from that group I’ve seen here! How are you?” 

“Tm okay. I just found out that Brother Ted passed away.” 

“He was sweet, wasn’t he?” 

“Yeah. He did my final interview. We’re gonna watch the disk he made.” 

“Okay. See you around!” Jennifer said, smiling. 

“Yeah,” Ashley said. “I hope so.” 

* 

Ashley and Tabitha entered a little viewing room which contained six 
comfortable chairs. Tabitha inserted the disk in a drive slot and pressed a 
button marked Full Program Control. The lights dimmed and Brother Ted 
appeared on the viewscreen, nicely dressed but looking very tired. 

“Greeting, friends. I am speaking to you from a place of great peace. Even 
though my body lingers in your world, perhaps long enough to complete this 
recording, I am prepared to enter the next, and at times I can see it as clearly 
as I used to be able to see your world...” 

The image of Brother Ted talked about many things he had seen and done 
during his life, and some of the things he had learned from those experiences. 
At times his memories would be of recent events at Lyceum, and at other 
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times he would dip into his years as a diplomat, or before that as a lawyer, or 
before that as a teacher. Sometimes he would even share moments from his 
childhood. 

“and the important thing to remember is that learning is not dependent 
upon enjoyment. In fact, it is quite true that we mortals learn best from 
affliction and adversity...” 

The thoughts that Brother Ted had left behind for all to hear lasted over an 
hour. Ashley knew she would have to listen to the recording several times to 
even have a hope of understanding what he had said. The girls could tell that 
the disk was made on several different days, and with each passing day, the 
elderly man looked more tired, weaker, further away, and more peaceful. 
They both looked at each other with surprise when, at the very end, the image 
of Brother Ted asked the names of all who were in the room. 

“Uh... Tabitha McDonald.” 

“Ashley Riddle.” 

“I have a message for Ashley Riddle,” Brother Ted said slowly. “The 
program will pause so you may arrange for as much privacy as you wish.” 

Ashley looked at her companion. “I don’t mind if you stay.” 

Tabitha stood and pressed the Continue button on the console. 

“Ashley, it was at my insistence that you were not accepted after your first 
evaluation week.” 

Ashley could feel the painful memory of receiving the letter that had 
informed her of the fact. 

“IT am only telling you this knowing that if you have a chance to view this 
disk, it means that you did carry out your assignments and are back at 
Lyceum for another evaluation week. From the perspective you have now, 
perhaps you will agree that those additional experiences were very valuable to 
you, and you would not have wanted to miss them.” 

Ashley nodded her head silently while listening. 

“T saw in you a great depth of character and a great power of spirit. Much 
of that is still potential in you — it has not yet come to the surface. It will 
soon, and you will be a great asset to Lyceum and to the world. Because you 
have so much strength in you, your trials and your tasks will be greater than 
those of most people, even most people at Lyceum. That is why I insisted that 
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you have those additional experiences. I believe you will now agree that you 
are more ready to join Lyceum than you were six months ago.” 

Ashley looked at Tabitha. “You'll keep this between us, won’t you?” 

Tabitha reached out and touched Ashley’s hand. “Absolutely!” 

“So, farewell, Ashley Riddle,” Brother Ted continued. “Thank you for 
choosing me to interview you. Thank you for faithfully carrying out your 
assignments. And most of all, thank you for coming back. It is comforting to 
an old man to know that others will carry on in his place.” 

The screen faded and the lights brightened. Ashley sat thoughtfully for a 
long minute. Tabitha quietly waited for her friend. 

“Wow. He’s right. I wouldn’t have wanted to miss those assignments for 
anything.” She let out a deep breath and leaned back in her chair. 

He was gone, but he had left as much of his wisdom as he could for people 
to learn from, and he had even left special words for Ashley alone. She was 
glad. She would never forget him, no matter what happened with the Lyceum 
evaluation week. 

After several thoughtful minutes, the Ashley Riddle grin crept onto her 
face. “Is this a good time to hit the gym?” 

* 

Ashley, still in her leotard, found Liberty in the swimming pool at about 
nine o’clock. 

“Hi,” Ashley said as Liberty finished a lap. “Want to spend some time?” 

“Sure!” Liberty said. 

“Where’s Brenda?” 

“She had to go to work in the Clinic. You must have been to the gym!” 

“Yeah. Just enough to loosen up.” 

“Teach me some gymnastics sometime?” 

“Sure. But you have to teach me how to swim!” 

“Deal!” 

After Liberty had toweled dry at her locker, the two girls wandered out into 
the warm evening air and the orange glow of a sunset not long past. Even 
though Ashley did not relate very well to Liberty’s air of worldly experience, 
and Liberty had trouble with the idea that a twelve-year-old could be a friend, 
much less teach her something, they both knew why they were together. Both 
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knew they had weaknesses that could cause them to be denied membership to 
Lyceum. 

Ashley had already had it happen once. This was her second chance, and 
she very much doubted they gave third chances. 

Liberty had just spent the last year discovering that there were places for 
the gifted that offered respect and opportunities, and there were places for 
kids with behavior problems at which neither respect nor opportunities were 
part of the program. She had to choose which she was, and that choice would 
determine which kind of place would be available to her. 

Even though both girls had theoretically atoned for the shortcomings they 
had brought to Lyceum, neither wanted to take any chances. And they 
recognized in each other, if not yet a friend, at least someone who was strong 
in areas where they themselves were weak. 

“So...” Liberty said as they strolled along winding paths in flower gardens 
near the Ecumenical Temple, “...quiz me. What should I have gotten from 
today?” 

Glancing up at the Temple, they could see by the lights glowing from the 
small stained glass windows and from the faint sound of music coming from 
within that some event was still taking place. Ashley steered them to one 
door. “I just want to see what it is.” 

No one was attending the door as the event had begun more than an hour 
before, and a stack of programs sat invitingly on a small stand. A sign 
informed them that ordination ceremonies were taking place for the United 
Lutheran Church, public welcome, formal attire please. Ashley looked at 
Liberty’s swim suit, Liberty looked at Ashley’s leotard, and they both shook 
their heads and wandered on. 

“Have you ever had something happen to you that you just couldn't figure 
out by yourself, no matter how hard you tried?” Ashley said as they 
approached one of the nicely landscaped roadways that conveyed vehicles to 
all parts of the Lyceum campus. 

Liberty considered the question. “Um... I think so. What’s over there?” 
she asked, pointing at a building with long, sweeping roof lines that was not 
connected to the main building complex. Soft lights and lush foliage made its 
entryway extremely inviting. 
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“The mortuary, and the cemetery’s right past it. Good place to talk about 
religion. Let’s go!” 

They dashed together across the roadway, and found that the building’s 
heavy wooden doors opened to their pull. The inside was roomy, with large 
carpeted spaces trimmed with planters. Tucked into the walls were shrines 
that Liberty soon realized weren’t for different religions, but instead were for 
different kinds of memories. The one she examined most carefully contained 
all the things she imagined would be in her grandmother’s house... the 
grandmother who had died when she was very young. 

Ashley found one she could relate to — pictures and mementos of athletes 
from the last century. She even spotted a slightly faded photograph of the 
famous gymnast Olga Korbut, with an old-fashioned palm guard attached to 
the wall beside it. Liberty joined her, and after a moment, attempted to 
answer the twelve-year-old’s earlier question. 

“T guess I’ve never figured out why my mom left. I’ve thought about it for 
years and years and years. Just doesn’t make any sense to me. Maybe it never 
will.” 

Ashley reached out toward the old palm guard, remembering the day she 
had been told she couldn’t get elite training in her home town. Olga was 
probably still alive, but retired from gymnastics long ago. Ashley had a sense 
of what that felt like. 

“Tll never understand why people with gifts and skills have to fight and 
beg to be able to use them. I read something in one of my gymnastics 
magazines that made me really sad. Every year in this country there are a 
hundred and fifty-six girls who get medals at state championships. They are 
all invited to compete in the Nationals. Only about eighty ever get there. I 
found Lyceum, so maybe I'll get there... someday. What about an eleven-year- 
old black girl in New York City, or a twelve-year-old Mexican girl in Los 
Angeles?” 

“Or a girl from a farming state like South Dakota who doesn’t have a friend 
who can help her put bulletins on the Internet?” Liberty said, remembering 
the story Ashley had shared the evening before. 

Ashley looked at Liberty. “Yeah.” 

They wandered toward a pair of glass doors at the back of the building. 
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“So everyone has things they can’t figure out,” Ashley continued her earlier 
train of thought. “When I go to church, all those big, confusing questions just 
seem to go away. I’m part of something bigger, and there’s a purpose to it all, 
even though I don’t understand it yet. See what I mean?” 

Liberty thought as they went downhill along a winding path that had little 
lights tucked amongst the plants on both sides. 

“You mean, there might be some kind of good reason my mom left, even 
though I can’t figure it out?” 

“Yeah...” 

Liberty was silent for another minute. “Okay. I can buy that. But what 
does religion have to do with it?” 

Ashley stopped dead in her tracks. It suddenly dawned on her how 
ignorant about the topic Liberty was. “That’s what religion is! Religion is 
people trying to figure out all those things that can’t be figured out any other 
way!” 

They were in the cemetery by then. To Liberty’s surprise, it wasn’t like 
most modern cemeteries with plaques flat to the ground for the convenience 
of the lawn mowers. It had stone markers of every size and shape, and the 
little paths twisted and turned and went up and down little hills, forking and 
rejoining often. 

“There!” Ashley said, pointing at a gravestone that was situated so that a 
pathway light allowed it to be read. 

Liberty looked at it. She performed the subtraction operation involving 
the years on the headstone in a fraction of a second and without conscious 
effort, even though it involved borrowing. 

“Why did she die?” Ashley asked. 

Liberty sat down on the edge of the path in front of the nine-year-old’s 
grave. Her name had been Melissa. She, or at least her family, was Jewish. 
She imagined a little girl with dark hair playing with dolls. She tried to think 
of what kinds of diseases a nine-year-old would get, and couldn’t think of 
many. “I don’t know. Car accident maybe,” she said in a helpless voice. 

Ashley sat down beside her. She was wrestling with her own thoughts 
about Jenny back at the nursing home in Rapid City. She remembered how 
Jenny loved to look up at the stars. “Look!” she said, pointing up at the star- 
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studded sky above them. “Maybe the answer’s up there.” Then she looked 
back down at the grave. “Maybe Melissa knew the answer.” 

There, in that quiet cemetery, with nothing but the graves and their 
markers, and the stars above them, the two girls’ hands met. Neither knew 
the answers. All they could do was walk with each other through the 
questions. Ashley felt completely inadequate to the task of instilling in 
Liberty a sense of what she felt while attending Mass, or kneeling in private 
prayer, both of which she had done regularly ever since her first communion 
at age five. 

And yet Ashley’s fumbling was just what Liberty needed to begin to 
understand the sense of mystery that her companion was trying to convey, the 
sense of being very, very small in a very, very large and complex universe. She 
knew well how science came up with questions faster than it came up with 
answers, how the more that was known only seemed to show more and more 
clearly what a small fraction of all knowledge the human race possessed. 
Suddenly Liberty glimpsed the link between science and religion, and all at 
once it made perfect sense that both things should be done in one place, like 
they were at Lyceum. 

“T think...” Liberty began tentatively, “...I think science and religion are 
both looking for the truth, but science is looking for the part of truth we can 
see, and religion is looking for the part we can’t see...?” 

Ashley looked at Liberty and smiled. 

* 

Eventually they said good-bye to Melissa, and wandered back toward the 
Mortuary and the main buildings of Lyceum, discussing as they went some of 
the issues that had been raised in their evaluation sessions that day about 
respect and tolerance of the faiths of all visitors and all members. 

They could have talked for hours more, but knowing that the activities of 
the following day would begin at three o’clock in the morning forced them to 
part shortly after eleven. 

Ashley didn’t tell Liberty who would be the co-facilitator of the following 
morning’s walk in the gardens. She figured Liberty would sleep better without 
that one particular piece of information. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 40: Dwindling Numbers, Growing Understandings 


When Sister Rachael went through the two dorms at three o’clock in the 
morning to wake the groggy prospective members, Ashley was worried. She 
knew that if Sister Rachael was there, Sister Sarah was probably waking the 
only member of their group who was not staying in one of the dorms. That 
person was Liberty. 

Ashley dressed and washed her face, and emerging into the corridor, found 
Shawn coming out of the other dorm. They slapped hands, both yawned 
simultaneously, and laughed at each other. As they gathered quietly in the 
central lobby of the Lodge with the others, Ashley’s fears were relieved. 
Coming along the wide hallway from the Main Lobby were Sister Sarah and 
Liberty, laughing and bumping each other, and saying something silly about 
cemeteries at night. Ashley grinned. 

As the group began to follow Sister Rachael toward the Plaza, Shawn was 
troubled that two of the prospective members had refused to rise at such an 
‘ungodly’ hour. He rushed to catch up with the facilitator. 

“Will they be kicked out?” 

“Of the evaluation group? Naa. Only extremely abrasive behavior would 
cause that to happen,” the late middle-aged lady said, poking into her little tin 
of tobacco to check her supply as they walked. 

“But... they won't be accepted, will they?” 

Rachael composed her answer as they crossed the Main Lobby. “Service 
doesn’t always happen at the convenience of the servant. If a parishioner 
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were dying at one a.m., would the priest go? If an eclipse was occurring 
during the lunch hour, would the astronomer go out to watch? If a political 
leader was assassinated, would the diplomat rise at the crack of dawn in order 
to be present when needed?” 

Shawn was thoughtful. “I see what you mean. It just doesn’t seem fair 
that sleeping in once would cause someone to not be accepted.” 

“IT sleep in sometimes too. But not when people are counting on me. 
Lyceum isn’t for everyone.” 

A hint of dawn light was already in the sky as they crossed the empty Plaza 
and entered the North American Garden. Shawn kept looking around, hoping 
the missing prospective members would rush to join them before the group 
disappeared into the winding, branching pathways. He slowed down so he 
would be the last to enter, but finally had to give up his concern, lest he too be 
left behind. 

They were soon wandering into an open area that contained a number of 
stone structures that Shawn recognized as the temples and pyramids of the 
Aztecs and Mayans. It was his first glimpse of this garden, and judging by the 
noises and comments he heard, Shawn could tell that it was new to most of 
the others also. One knowledgeable lady mentioned that they were excellent 
reproductions, although very much scaled down. Even so, Shawn felt quite 
small amongst the thirty foot high pyramids and massive stone temples. 

Sister Rachael sat on a large stone block and began to craft a cigarette. 
“Learn what you can in this place,” was her response when others asked her 
what they were doing there. After hearing it twice, Shawn didn’t bother to ask 
the question himself. 

Shawn stood in the middle of the open space and realized that the trees 
and stone walls had been placed so that no other gardens or building could be 
seen. He began to feel uneasy, and was having trouble believing that he was 
still in his native country. It all looked so real, as if Aztec priests in full 
ceremonial dress would emerge from one of the dark doorways at any 
moment. After a few minutes, he began to wander around the massive 
buildings that were intermixed with artifacts of the period and large-leafed 
foliage, hoping that doing so would settle his mind. 

But the more he saw of the stone carvings of grotesque gods and serpents, 
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the murals of trade and warfare between primitive Central American peoples, 
and the ever-present pyramids towering over him, the more uneasy he 
became. After reading some of the small and discretely placed interpretive 
signs, he realized why. 

“Sister Rachael?” he said, stepping up to her. 

She exhaled the smoke she was at that moment enjoying. “Yes?” 

“Didn’t these people practice human sacrifice? Why would Lyceum create 
gardens and shrines to remember such evil?” 

She contemplated the glowing end of her cigarette for a moment. “Very 
little is known about these people. That in itself is very strange, considering 
their civilization peaked much more recently than did most others that we 
know so much about, such as Egypt and Rome. Even the question of human 
sacrifice is not well established. But let us assume it for the sake of 


ood 


discussion.” Three others gathered to listen. “It is a fact that every religion 
has at times and in places engaged in practices that we would today call evil. 
Sacrifice... war... torture... genocide... corruption... selling favors... misuse of 
donated funds... you name it.” She glanced at Shawn to see if what she was 
saying was hitting home. 

He was gazing off across the open area, where he could see Sarah 
wandering inconspicuously amongst some of the adult group members. “I 
guess I see what you mean,” he said. “If we excluded all religions that had 
skeletons in the closet, there wouldn’t be any left.” 

“Exactly, but not entirely. The skeletons are part of our heritage, part of 
who we are. We cannot successfully move into the future without repeating 
our mistakes — our evils, if you will — unless we know where we've been, who 
we've been, what mistakes we’ve made.” 

Shawn thanked Sister Rachael for her time, and ambled away, taking with 
him a new respect for the lady who smoked. He had never been given a 
simplistic or condescending answer by any Lyceum member to any question 
he had ever asked, and this was no exception. When he came to the next 
grotesque stone god, he tried to see it as a part of his heritage. It was hard at 
first, but then the memory of a face came to him, somehow triggered by the 
ugly statue before him. It was the face of his father, looking down at little 
Sarah, accusing her of being in league with the Devil. He closed his eyes and 
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shuddered, and was glad when Sister Rachael announced, a few minutes later, 
that they were going to move on to another garden. 
* 

The sun rose shortly after five o’clock, and a half hour later they found 
themselves arriving at the Picnic Area at the same time as a large food cart 
that contained a simple but hearty continental breakfast. Sister Rachael said 
nothing when the two persons who had slept in joined the group. Neither one 
appeared very happy with their decision as they listened to everyone else 
talking about their experiences and insights in the gardens. 

So many people entered into discussions with Sister Rachael during 
breakfast that it was well after six o’clock when she finally began to explain 
their next activity. 

“Tt is not easy, but we manage to let an odd corner of the campus go to pot 
just for the use of each evaluation group. We even assign some of our young 
people to scatter some trash so that the space will most accurately match an 
empty lot in whatever city you’d like to name.” Several people chuckled. 
“Since we knew you would be an especially large group, we arranged for an 
especially large space for you to tackle.” One man moaned. Shawn noticed 
that Ashley was grinning from ear to ear. 

As soon as they saw the space in question, two ladies and one man began 
to argue with Sister Rachael about the appropriateness of this use of their 
time. Sister Rachael had very little to say to them, other then to assure them 
that no one was forcing them to do anything. Even as this was transpiring, 
with about three-quarters of the group observing the debate, Ashley, Liberty, 
and Shawn set to work surveying the area of blackberry vines, weeds, and 
trash, and making an inventory of the assembled tools and materials. A few of 
the adults noticed and joined their effort. 

“T think it should just be a blackberry picking garden,” Ashley said. “Look 
at all these berries that are going to ripen in a few weeks!” 

“Yeah,” Shawn agreed, “we could trim all the long vines — they don’t have 
fruit on them anyway — clear out the weeds, and put these logs around the 
bushes so people will know where to trim them back to in the future.” 

“And standing on the logs, people can pick higher on the bushes!” Liberty 
said. “We’ve got wood chips for the ground, and we can make benches out of 
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these boards.” 

“Good idea,” the quiet man named Aaron said. “This big log can be cut for 
bench supports.” 

“Are here... gloves, of animal skin,” Ludmilla said in her imperfect English. 

“Leather?” Liberty suggested. 

“Yes, gloves of leather. And tools for to cut plants.” 

“Loppers,” Ashley said. 

After one of the indignant ladies stormed off and the unhappy man 
announced that he would watch from the nearest bench, the other group 
members began to wander toward the project area, only to find that the three 
young people, along with Aaron and Ludmilla, had already planned the 
project and were hard at work. 

“What should we do?” several of them asked Aaron. 

“I’m just doing the log sawing,” he said. “Shawn is in charge of planning, 
and Liberty is doing task assignment. The basic concept was developed by 
Ashley.” 

Somehow the idea of the three youngest group members being in charge of 
the project lifted the air of contention that had arisen, and Ashley soon had a 
crew of six or seven people in good spirits helping her to cut and drag away 
the unwanted blackberry vines. As soon as Ashley’s crew had cleared an area, 
Liberty and her twelve helpers went to work digging, pulling, and hauling the 
weeds and trash. Shawn and three others used rakes to smooth the ground 
and spread the wood chips, and Aaron had two helpers to cut and carry the 
log sections. 

By nine o’clock most of the heavy work had been done and all those who 
stayed were very glad they did. A pickup truck arrived, from which ice chests 
and baskets of snacks were removed before two members with pitch forks 
began to load the unwanted vines and weeds. 

During the remainder of the morning, benches were constructed and all 
the edging logs were stained a reddish color that perfectly complemented the 
green of the berry bushes. Finally, a little after eleven, they all stood back to 
admire their work. Aaron led a round of applause for the three young people 
who had planned and organized the project. The three youth were a mixture 
of grins, blushes, and shuffled feet. 
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* 


That afternoon the group, now down to twenty-seven prospective 
members, began to work on their comprehensive personal resumes under the 
direction of a short and elderly lady named Sister Rebecca. She coaxed them 
to view every major event in their lives in positive terms, and she emphasized 
to the young ones that their experiences were just as valid as those of the 
adults. 

But as soon as they all had made a good start on their resumes, she 
informed them that they had to finish during their evenings of free time. She 
passed out the first of six stacks of test booklets that everyone could see 
awaiting them on a front table. 

Liberty flew through the intelligence test, but could see that Ashley was 
sweating. The values clarification test was fun for Shawn, but Liberty was 
nearly in tears. The psychological profile had all three of them on edge, but 
Ashley thoroughly enjoyed the personality profile. The educational 
development test was familiar to all of them, but the vocational and career 
aptitude survey left all three young people feeling very inexperienced. Shortly 
after five o’clock the entire group dragged themselves to the Dining Hall, their 
brains fried by the effort they had all put into the tests. 

* 

That evening was free time. Shawn worked on his personal resume and 
read part of a book he had checked out from the reference cabinet that 
described Lyceum from the points of view of several different religious and 
political leaders. Liberty watched a movie with Brenda and Sarah, and 
afterwards put several questions to them about the leadership of Lyceum. She 
was surprised to learn that there was no single leader or figurehead; but 
somehow it made sense. Ashley spent an hour in the gym with Tabitha, but 
then found a quiet lounge where she began to read A Brief History Of 
Communes And Utopias — And Why They Fail. 

By ten o’clock all three were yawning and getting ready for bed, as were 
most of the other prospective members. 

* 

After a leisurely breakfast on Tuesday morning, Sister Sheena, a large 

Native American lady of at least fifty, led them toward the Scientific Research 
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Complex. 

“T understand today is Recovery Day,” she said to those in the group who 
were walking near her. 

“Yesterday was very trying,” a man said. “Up at three, garden clean-up 
project, and all those tests!” 

“Yes,” Sister Sheena agreed. “We put the tough stuff earlier in the week 
this time so the group would have less... how do I say this... excess baggage 
when the more interesting stuff rolled around. You’re down to twenty-four, I 
see.” 

“You mean it’s downhill from here?” a lady asked with relief. 

“I think most people would agree with that. But there’s still another 
project coming up, and role plays can be tough. And I don’t know of anyone 
who likes self-evaluations and final interviews on Saturday. But they’re 
necessary.” 

They arrived at the Planetarium Theater and she ushered them in. “Please 
sit in Section A to help preserve my vocal chords. I hate using amplification 
for a small group — it’s too impersonal.” 

They entered the completely circular theater with its black carpeting and 
dark blue reclining seats, and found that they only half filled Section A, and 
there were four other sections of the same size. Liberty quickly calculated that 
the room would hold about two hundred and fifty people. As they settled into 
the plush seats and leaned back, each person found that they had a clear view 
of the entire display dome over their heads, which was currently aglow with a 
pleasing mixture of pastel colors. 

“As you can see,” Sister Sheena said, closing the entry doors, “this is a 
private showing. The place will be hopping with several bus loads of school 
kids at ten o'clock, so we have to be out by then. Let’s get started. 
Preliminary questions?” 

“Are you a scientist?” one lady asked. 

“Yes. My doctoral degree is in physics, but you can just as easily find me in 
the Earth Sciences lab or the Astronomy lab. My current research is aimed at 
looking for fractal patterns in the distribution of galaxies. I call it, informally, 
God’s Wallpaper.” 

Everyone chuckled. 
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“Do all members have access to the laboratories?” a man asked. 

“Yes. Of course we all have other responsibilities, and our use of lab space, 
equipment, and supplies must be reasonably tailored to the importance of our 
research. But whenever I have free time, you'll usually find me in one of the 
labs, as opposed to a tavern or a shopping mall.” 

Several chuckled. 

“Okay, let’s view the program I have picked out for you. It’s fairly light and 
simple, but will serve several purposes. First of all, it will show you what the 
theater can do. A Nova 200 running the General Knowledge Processor 
coordinates the data feeds to eight frontal, four rear, and three holographic 
projectors, as well as a multi-phased quadraphonic sound system and 
environmental controls that can do everything from simulate a mild 
earthquake to blow a warm, floral scented tropical breeze in your faces. 

“Second, you will glimpse many concepts from the realms of physics, 
astronomy, chemistry, even biology. Some of my fractal work in physics is in 
there. 

“Third, and most importantly, it will give you a sense of Lyceum’s mission 
of integrating the essential truth-seeking institutions of our civilization — in 
other words, science that leaves room for God... or is it religion that leaves 
room for logic...?” 

With those words the lights dimmed and the prospective members found 
themselves witnessing scenes that few of them had ever seen before, 
beginning with the sub-atomic energy particles assembling themselves into 
the atoms of matter, and those assembling themselves into the molecules of 
the physical and biological world. All these things even Ashley knew from 
school, but here they were happening in mid-air, before their eyes, so close 
that the watchers felt sure they could reach out and touch the mysterious 
particles. Of the three youth, only Liberty had seen any presentation of a 
similar quality. 

But unlike their school science lessons, the program produced at Lyceum 
showed several possible explanations for those parts of the process that were 
poorly understood, including the Gods and angels themselves planning and 
initiating the molecular patterns. 

Then they witnessed the creation of the stars and galaxies, and saw the 
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beautiful patterns they formed that just might be the signature of Deity. 
Watching closely, they found the same signature in flowers and seashells, pine 
cones and crystals, microbes and atoms. 

As the program neared its end, their seats all moved slowly to an upright 
position. In the center of the room a globe of the Earth about eight feet across 
rose into view and turned slowly on its axis. The dome overhead had 
darkened to a star-studded velvety blackness, and tiny satellites and space 
stations could be seen in orbit. 

The program ended with the launching of a huge spaceship, a starship, 
upon which could be seen the symbol of the United Nations. It circled the 
Earth twice, and then headed out toward the stars, accompanied by numerous 
dancing angels whose singing could be faintly heard. 

When the starship was only a speck indistinguishable from the stars and 
galaxies, the Earth dimmed and lowered itself out of sight as the theater house 
lights slowly brightened. 

There were many questions about the production they had just witnessed, 
some technical and some philosophical. Shawn was listening with part of his 
mind, but the remainder was still marveling at what he had seen, experiencing 
total delight at the sheer beauty of God’s creation... and feeling a twinge of 
anger that he had been guided away from it all his life. A decision began to 
enter his consciousness, and it continued to form for the rest of the day. 

At the group’s request, Sister Sheena ran two more short programs, one 
that exclusively used the Earth globe for a geology lesson, and one that was 
pure entertainment, with holographic projections of all manner of fantasy 
creatures frolicking and dancing to music that seemed to be constantly 
changing its location and combination of instruments and voices. Ashley 
found herself almost standing up to dance when a grinning Wood Sprite 
reached out a hand in her direction. The Sprite reminded her of Tim, and she 
resolved to call him that very evening. 

There were a few more questions about the theater, this time centering 
around the possibility of artists and teachers making use of it who didn’t have 
much computer knowledge. Sister Sheena assured them that the computer 
system was very forgiving, and there were always members who were willing 
to help. 
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“Remember,” she said, “Lyceum could have required forty hours of work 
each week from its members, just like the rest of the world does. Then we’d 
all get through with our responsibilities and be tired. Having energy left over 
for joyful service, creativity, mentoring, teaching, worship and reflection, and 
helping others without worrying about compensation — all those things take 
time.” 

As ten o’clock was approaching, they vacated the Planetarium Theater just 
as the first school kids came running down the corridor. Sister Sheena 
steered the evaluation group into a nearby classroom, which was obviously 
arranged and supplied for science classes. Shawn wandered around, looking 
at all the charts on the walls, the reference materials, supplies for simple 
experiments, and all the photographs and models of interesting things. And 
he remembered with resentment the letter from his father to his school that 
had exempted him from his high school science classes... on religious 
grounds. 

“Scientific research at Lyceum happens on many different levels,” Sister 
Sheena began after everyone had settled into chairs, “and of course in many 
fields. As we discussed earlier, members have just about unlimited access. 
Other individuals who just want to try out an idea, do a little experiment, 
tinker a bit if you will, are always welcome, as long as the facilities have not 
been reserved for more formal activities. Schools make constant use of the 
facilities and resources for educational purposes. We had pre-schoolers in the 
Earth Sciences lab yesterday, and I’m working with a group from the 
University tomorrow.” 

Liberty smiled at the thought of toddlers studying geology. 

“And of course we get lots of requests for serious research, especially 
because of the other facilities we can offer in addition to the scientific facilities 
themselves. When a research group arrives, they need lodging, meals — 
sometimes catered right to the lab — Recreation Center access, library use, 
and as often as not they make use of our video production facilities, graphic 
arts studio, word processing, publishing, computer programming, a dedicated 
SatLink for high-volume data transmission... you name it. And, of course, it’s 
comforting to the senior scientists to have the Healing Arts Clinic so close.” 

Shawn’s decision continued to form in his mind. He wanted, he needed to 
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know God’s universe as it had been handed to humanity, and no longer to 
avoid seeing it just because it was not, of itself, spiritual. 

“And more and more we're finding that prominent scientists choose to 
come to Lyceum so that they can be near places of inspiration — our many 
shrines, chapels, gardens, lounges, nature trails... some even go over to the 
zoo and talk to the animals when they need a break.” 

The entire room chuckled. Shawn tried to imagine doing research in a 
sterile laboratory without even a chapel nearby. The thought was not at all 
appealing. 

“Generally, members who have scientific knowledge or interest spend 
some of their assigned work time in the labs as reference technicians, or in the 
museum helping to prepare exhibits, or preparing and presenting shows in 
the Planetarium Theater. There are also the greenhouses, gardens, and 
pastures at the Demonstration Farm and Zoo that are partly an extension of 
the Biology Lab. And sometimes members are assigned as special aides to 
scientific conferences or major research projects.” 

A picture was starting to form for Shawn, an image of himself working in 
the labs, assisting the scientists in their research, doing experiments and 
demonstrations for school children. And a smile was creeping onto his face. 

* 

After lunch they entered the laboratories, and in each one a member who 
was on duty gave them a tour and answered their questions. Shawn 
discovered that all of the labs that required clean-room procedures 
interconnected for the convenience of those needing to pass between them. 
Others were separated by necessity even though their functions were similar: 
the Biochemistry and Medical lab was a clean room, but the Biology lab next 
door, with its potting soils and animal cages, could be entered directly. 

The group spent an entire hour in the museum and the nearby preparation 
rooms, as a team from a university was putting together a new exhibit on the 
cyclical mass extinctions that had been mysteriously recurring all through 
Earth’s history. Shawn thought of Noah, and realized that even though God 
had promised not to do it again, He hadn’t said anything about how many 
times He had done it in the past. 

Finally, as dinner time approached, they briefly explored the Research 
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Library. Liberty was glad that she could lead Shawn and Ashley right to its 
many points of interest. Shawn found the religion section amazingly well 
stocked — far better stocked than his father would have liked. Ashley found a 
thick section on Gymnastics, including books in Russian that she couldn’t 
read but which contained a wealth of pictures and diagrams. But she 
reminded herself that she was already reading a book, the one she had 
checked out from the reference cabinet. Gymnastics would have to wait. 
* 

After quickly eating dinner, clearing her dishes, and excusing herself, 
Ashley dashed to the Main Office. 

“I was wondering if I could make a long distance phone call...” she said, 
digging in her little purse. 

“Sure, Ashley!” Sister Samantha said. “But you can put away your money. 
It’s the least we can do for a young person putting their whole heart and soul 
into evaluation week. I remember how hard mine was!” 

“Really? I thought I was the only one sweating.” 

Samantha laughed. “Do they have video?” she asked, leading Ashley 
toward the telecommunications booths. 

“Uh... I don’t know. Maybe. It’s my boyfriend, in New Orleans.” 

“Wow! That’s special. Well, since there are two video booths free, I'll put 
you in one, and maybe you'll be lucky.” 

They entered the tiny room with three chairs grouped around the televideo 
console. Sister Samantha tapped an account code into the keypad. “Is fifteen 
minutes enough?” 

“Yeah. I have to get back to the group by then anyway.” 

The member closed the door behind her and Ashley quickly keyed in Tim’s 
number. A moment later a teenage girl appeared on the screen with a very 
fancy house in the background. 

“Hello?” she said in an accent similar to Tim’s. 

“Hi. Is Tim there?” 

“Well, my, my. You must be Ashley! Hey, he didn’t do too bad. Is it true 
that you're a champion gymnast?” 

“Last year,” Ashley said. 

“Totally excellent. I laughed so hard when my mom was running around 
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worrying about you being pregnant! I figured out that I knew Tim better than 
she did. Anyway, hold on and I'll get him! Tim! It’s Ashley!” 

Ashley could hear him running along a floor and down a stair before he 
came into view. He was in his dance tights. She found herself wishing she 
was wearing her leotard. 

“Hi, Ashley! They have televideo there?” 

“Of course! They have everything here. Jeez, it’s good to see you. I... I 
wish so much I could be with you...” Ashley’s voice was beginning to tremble. 

“Hey... don’t cry. Look, I’m still wearing it!” 

Ashley wiped her eyes with a tissue from a box sitting beside the console. 
Tim was holding his half of the broken coin out from his neck for her to see. 
“Me too,” she said, digging her necklace out. 

“Ts it going okay? Do you think you'll get in?” 

“Um... I’m trying my hardest. I’m not going to the gym much so I'll have 
time to read and ask questions and stuff.” 

“Neat! I know you'll get in, I just know it,” he said. 

“You're so fantastically sweet. You know, even if I don’t make it, it’s nice 
to know that I'll still be promised to you.” 

“And I'll still be promised to you. And I won't think much of Lyceum if 
they don’t accept you!” he said in earnest. 

“Don’t say that! Lyceum’s a fantastic place. It’s just that... you have to be 
ready to learn a lot and give a lot to be a member, and I’m only twelve.” 

“Would you be the youngest one?” 

“Nope. There’s an eight-year-old girl here who makes most grown-ups 
look like dorks!” 

“Wow! Actually, I know lots of grown-ups who are dorks.” 

Ashley giggled. Then she saw the clock on the console change to 5:57. “I 
have to go. Two more hours of stuff tonight.” 

“Hey. I love you.” 

“I love you too!” Ashley said as her eyes filled with water. She reached out 
to touch the display screen, but it was just cold plastic. “Bye!” she whispered. 

“Bye!” Tim whispered back. 

She pressed the Reset key and dashed out of the booth to rejoin the 
evaluation group, taking her tissue with her. 
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* 


That evening a tall bald man, Brother Ben, showed the group all the 
different recreational opportunities at Lyceum. He was a swimming 
instructor, and so they spent considerable time in the Water Sports Pavilion, 
but they also visited all of the other parts of the Recreation Center, as well as 
the outdoor fields and trails. 

Before saying good night, Brother Ben walked them through the Residence 
Halls where they were able to observe game playing groups, sewing and craft 
groups, several movies in progress, and a group gathered around a campfire 
to roast marshmallows and sing songs. 

As Ashley and Liberty walked back toward the Main Lobby together to 
meet their companions, they both agreed that Shawn looked happier than on 
previous days, as if he had just found something that he had been seeking for 
a long time. 

* 

“Good morning!” Brother Howard said as the evaluation group gathered in 
the Residential Lobby at 6:15 in the morning. 

Shawn figured the man was about forty-five, and he looked extremely 
strong, and at the same time very gentle. There always seemed to be at least a 
partial smile on his face, even when he was talking. But it was not the kind of 
ever-present smile that made others think he was laughing at them — it was 
just a smile of contentment. Shawn immediately liked the man. 

“Twenty-three of you? That’s a nice number. I welcome you to phase two 
of your evaluation experience. Starting this morning, you will be attending 
worship and reflection, eating meals, and doing chores in the Dining Hall 
right along with the four hundred and eight members who are currently on 
campus, unless a special group function conflicts.” 

A hand went up. “What kind of work do you do here?” 

“Thank you for asking. It is a common Lyceum failing to forget to tell 
others something about ourselves because of all our privacy ethics. I am a 
stone cutter, a concrete sculptor, a zookeeper, and a Chiropractor. I make 
headstones for the cemetery, stone and concrete things for the gardens and 
shrines, I work with our large animals, and I adjust people’s bones and 
muscles. The zookeeping is mostly on my own time, as a hobby.” 
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“Thanks,” the asker said. 

It was only at this point that Shawn realized Brother Howard was never 
quite looking directly at the person he was talking to. 

“This morning we will be joining Avalon — that’s the name of one of the 
residence halls — for their worship and reflection time. This particular 
worship will be very interesting because it will be led by a man who practices a 
minority religion. It is easy to lead something when all the participants 
believe exactly as you do. It is a much greater task to lead when diversity 
exists. Pay close attention to the way Brother Timoteo phrases things so that 
those present feel invited to make whatever use of the experience they wish, as 
opposed to feeling that they are being made to believe or agree to something 
that they have not, on their own, chosen. And before we go in I would like you 
to know that Brother Timoteo holds United Nations level eight full diplomatic 
clearance. His skills as a mediator and negotiator are in demand all over the 
world, and so he is away from the campus much of the time. I suggest you 
learn from him all you can this morning.” 

As the group began to head for the indicated exit door, Shawn continued to 
watch their facilitator with interest. By the time everyone was out the door, he 
had seen Brother Howard judge the distance to a certain wall based on the 
location of a piece of furniture, and pause to let a knot of people pass based on 
the sounds they made. Shawn realized the man was completely blind. His 
admiration for the sculptor, Chiropractor, and zookeeper soared, especially as 
he had not chosen to reveal his handicap to the group, and so was getting no 
special consideration from anyone. 

As they all found seats around the meeting circle in the middle of the main 
floor of Avalon Hall, Liberty counted seventy-five persons present, in addition 
to the evaluation group, and more were still arriving. She knew the halls only 
held about sixty people, so she guessed that others were also there especially 
to learn from Brother Timoteo. 

He soon arrived, carrying a small wooden box. The lady beside Liberty 
squirmed in her seat and mumbled something less than nice. Brother 
Timoteo stepped to the center of the assembled group, his long golden hair 
flowing over his broad shoulders. He sat on the floor before the small table 
that was there, and brought a beautiful cluster of quartz crystals out of his 
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box. As he held it up, it caught the light and sparkled. He sat silently for 
awhile, and all of the members present became quiet and thoughtful. Most 
members of the evaluation group attempted to do the same. 

“This magnificent work of nature lay hidden in a mountain for millions of 
years, covered by layers and layers of less beautiful material.” He placed the 
cluster of shining crystals on the table. “Likewise, in each of us there are 
beautiful gifts and powerful skills that lie hidden. The crystal grows slowly, 
deep inside the Earth, adding to its substance molecule by molecule. Our gifts 
and skills slowly grow inside us, experience by experience, decision by 
decision.” 

He let several moments pass before he went on. Liberty found herself 
wondering what gifts and skills were hidden inside herself. 

“Our senses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch allow us to know 
what is happening on the outer layers of ourselves. These outer layers are 
important. Without the outer layers of the mountain, the crystal would not 
have grown. But the outer layers are temporary. They are constantly being 
weathered away. There comes a day when the toddler leaves his rattle behind, 
when the child quits playing with her dolls, when the student shelves his 
books, when the retiree puts away her tools, then the dying man leaves his 
body behind.” 

Liberty had her eyes closed, looking inside for the sparkling crystals that 
she hoped were there. She saw herself brushing a horse, and knew it was a 
memory from the past. Then she saw herself riding, as swiftly as the wind, 
without even a saddle. The thought scared her a little. Next, the horse leapt 
into the air and became a sleek helicopter, and she knew she was at the 
controls. Her eyes still closed, a smile appeared on her face. 

“T leave you with these thoughts,” Brother Timoteo was saying. “All the 
layers of your being are yours to do with as you will. The outer layers of the 
mountain contain much of value — soils, chemicals, ores. If unearthed too 
quickly, the crystals will not have grown. If left buried forever, their beauty 
can never shine.” He held the sparkling cluster aloft again, and then placed it 
carefully back in its box. 

* 
At breakfast Ashley spotted Brother Paul, and they sat together and 
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reminisced about the evaluation week they had both shared seven months 
before. Ashley told him about the assignments she had received since then, 
and about meeting Tim during the intensive French class. 

“By the way,” Ashley said as she was starting to clear the table, “how many 
people were accepted from that group?” 

Brother Paul smiled. “T’ll tell you next week.” Then he headed for the 
kitchen. 

The group reconvened in the Ecumenical Temple as the Lyceum Council 
was gathering for its weekly meeting. As always, the council occupied the 
lower section of seats and the visitors sat above the walkway. The first hour 
was taken up with brief reports from all of the councilors. 

“...work is proceeding nicely on the next Lyceum Journal, and I am 
making requests for material for the future. We implemented all recently 
suggested additions, except one that deserved a separate publication. That 
special photo history of the theme gardens that we talked about a few weeks 
ago is almost complete, with much help from Brother Glen...” 

“...the only problem we have had in the Lodge recently is a little wall 
damage, which was skillfully repaired by Brother Arnold. Right now we are 
averaging eighty-six percent full. The team remodeling Bilbo’s Cellar expects 
to be finished in another week. The campground is in excellent condition, 
after replacing some posts and painting the north restrooms...” 

“...we only have three members right now who are experiencing mental 
health problems. One I described last week, and it looks like some extra 
mentor time and a change of work assignments is going to do the trick. 
Another is working hard to solve external family pressures, and he, his 
mentor, and I are meeting weekly for support and suggestions. The third, 
which I described two weeks ago, has decided to become non-resident. The 
problem is taking all her attention, and she is fully aware of that...” 

After all the councilors had reported on happenings in their areas of 
responsibility, which included every major program, function, and building at 
Lyceum, a black man stood and began to talk about an item of new business. 

“T trust you have all had a chance to notice document A in your folders. As 
you can see, it is a matter that can have serious consequences for our relations 
with the new administration that just entered the White House this year. I 
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wanted your reflection and input.” 

There was a minute of silence while all of the councilors read over the 
document. Finally a lady stood. 

“Thank you, Brother Daniel, for sharing this with us. We need to 
remember how government people think. They are not necessarily looking for 
facts, even when they say they are. They are not necessarily attempting to live 
up to a law or policy, even when they make references to such. The unspoken 
level of communications can be everything in dealing with the government.” 

She sat down and there was a long silence as the councilors considered 
what she had said. A young man that Ashley recognized stood. 

“I agree with Sister Ruth. The letter we received is clearly not for the 
purpose of determining if we are in compliance with the quoted law. We 
know we are, and they know we are. They are clearly fishing for something. 
My guess is that they are aware of our influence, especially in matters dealing 
with the U.N., and are trying to see where we stand on certain issues.” 

“Excellent insight, Brother Phil,” a fairly old but spry lady said. “And I am 
of the opinion that any response that shows lack of confidence on our part will 
only make them come back for more. I believe our best response would be a 
brief letter referring them to the proper reports that they already have on file.” 

“That would work,” a tall middle-aged man said, “but I can’t help but 
wonder if there isn’t a way to get them to show their hand a little more...” 

* 

After the council meeting, the group gathered in a conference room. 
Brother Howard spoke. 

“I understand that you had an interesting example of Lyceum decision 
making during your very first session. Is the person who was transported by 
helicopter still with us?” 

“Yes I am!” she said proudly. 

“Good. When that situation arose, the rest of you witnessed a member of 
Lyceum make a decision that was small compared to the diplomatic 
responsibilities of someone like Brother Timoteo. But to at least one person, 
who may be a member of Lyceum someday, it was a very important decision. 
How do you feel now about the decision that Sister Joan made on Saturday 
evening?” he asked the lady. 
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“IT am grateful. I did not understand how it was possible at the time, and I 
was completely floored when I learned her age. I have since been told that 
even the eight-year-old who met me could have initiated that flight. But I 
have also discovered that Sister Sarah is no ordinary eight-year-old, and Sister 
Joan easily has the skills to run a successful business, even though she acts a 
little shy in groups.” 

“Yes, they are both very valuable members. But the fact that they are 
young is not of supreme importance here. The thing I want you all to focus on 
is that just about any member of Lyceum is empowered to make just about 
any decision.” 

“How is that possible?” a man asked. “Isn't that decentralized 
management to the point of anarchy?” 

“It is possible because of what you are doing right now,” Brother Howard 
said. “The essential purpose of evaluation week, from Lyceum’s point of view, 
is to discover which of you are willing and able to use your intelligence, your 
wisdom, your energy, and your love for service to others. Completely 
decentralized management does lead to anarchy when practiced by the 
average human being on our planet at this point in history. You are far from 
average. Those of you we invite to become members will be even further from 
average.” 

He paused to let his statements soak in. 

“But let that fact go to your heads for one minute, let it become an ego trip 
and you are out of here on a fast track, whether you’ve been a member for an 
hour, a year, or a decade.” 

Brother Howard had spoken in a severe tone, and the room sat in stunned 
silence. This teddy bear has teeth, Liberty thought to herself, beginning to 
suspect what Shawn already knew about the man’s sensory handicap. Brother 
Howard softened and went on. 

“The situation is actually a paradox of sorts. When people are put in a 
position of service, but then told they must follow a chain of command, 
conform to company policy, consult the rule book, et cetera, et cetera, they 
revert to what most people call ‘the bureaucratic mentality’ no matter how 
capable they were in the beginning. It is an understandable defense 
mechanism when a person is required to work under a system that has to take 
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into account human greed, laziness, incompetence, and egotistical ambition in 
its members or employees.” 

“But don’t you have to deal with those factors in your visitors?” someone 
asked. 

“Oh, yes. Constantly. And we spend considerable time and effort in 
training to be ready for them. They are why we are here, from the garden 
strollers out front to the citizens of a far-off country who are touched by our 
diplomatic efforts. We are their servants. And we are prepared to gently and 
respectfully take into account their human shortcomings. 

“But there are thousands of service organizations in the world. The 
difference here is that Lyceum attempts to provide excellent service, verging 
on perfect service. Few other organizations in the world have been interested 
in that burden. That is why we must have an organization that literally can 
assume the ability in all its members to make the right decisions, make them 
fast, and make them with all their heart. 

“And heart really is the fundamental issue. Lyceum members are 
empowered to make decisions and act in almost any situation because 
excellent service, unlike bureaucratic service, requires plenty of plain old love. 
If the twentieth century taught us anything about service, it was that human 
organizations are capable of many things, but they are not capable of genuine 
loving and caring. Only human individuals are.” 

The room was very quiet for a long time as the group pondered Brother 
Howard’s words. 

* 

After lunch and chores, a large lady in a wheelchair named Sister Patricia 
met with them in a classroom near the Library. The room had a display 
screen on one wall. 

“Now it’s time to get down to the real nitty gritty. As you know, this 
afternoon is devoted to the economics of being a member of Lyceum. It is 
primarily a time for all of you to make sure you completely understand what 
Lyceum would expect of you, and what you could expect from Lyceum, should 
you become members. We're going to talk first about residency. Non- 
resident membership is a whole different system.” 

All three young people were paying close attention. The world of work and 
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responsibilities was fairly new to all of them, and they wanted to clearly 
understand what they were getting into. 

As she spoke and rolled her wheelchair from place to place in the front of 
the room, Sister Patricia drew on a small input screen attached to the arm of 
her chair and her lines and lettering appeared on the large display screen on 
the wall. The entire group watched as she labeled each item of responsibility 
on the left half of the screen, and indicated, or at least estimated, the amount 
of time each required per week. After she listed each item, there were several 
questions; this was obviously important to everyone. 

Shawn was particularly interested in the fact that every member, from 
young Sarah to elderly Brother Carl, did at least some of the simple cleaning 
and maintenance work, in addition to work they liked to do. And it also 
seemed right to him that everyone, even if they had been nothing but a janitor 
before joining Lyceum, had at least some work that was especially challenging 
that they wanted to grow into. 

“We have to do anything we're assigned to do?” a man in a suit and tie 
asked. 

Sister Patricia grinned. “You will never be asked to do anything immoral, 
illegal, or life or health threatening. But if you don’t like the idea of being 
subject to assignment, then Lyceum isn’t the place for you. If an assignment 
is ever beyond your abilities, because of an illness or an actual 
misunderstanding about your skills, all you need to do is say so.” 

Ashley and Liberty already knew that for them several of the items had 
different time requirements than for the adults. Liberty compared her work 
requirement of sixteen hours per week with the amount of time she had spent 
caring for the horses and doing yard work. She crossed her fingers that she 
could handle it. 

Sister Patricia emphasized that all the work created because they lived 
there, like cleaning the residence halls and doing their dishes, were referred to 
as chores, and were not a part of anyone’s work assignments. Shawn was 
excited about the prospect of being expected to do his share of the chores. At 
home his mother had seldom let him help with anything. 

Small amounts of time were added to the left side of the display screen for 
helping with the weekly inspirational services, tending a section of garden, 
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being a mentor to one or two others, and teaching one or more classes a week. 
Sister Patricia continued to answer everyone’s questions. 

The requirement that every member do something to earn money on the 
side was confusing to some of the older people who thought that Lyceum 
would provide for all their needs, and a little scary to the three young people. 
Sister Patricia explained that it was not good for anyone to become too 
dependent on Lyceum. Her listing of the many situations that would cause a 
resident member to need or choose to become non-resident was sobering to 
all of those present. 

Finally Sister Patricia moved to the right side of her chart, and the mood of 
the group changed noticeably from a business-like caution to an excited 
interest. Some of the benefits of membership, like meals, housing, and health 
care, were relatively simple and generated few questions. Others, like 
vacations and retirement, required lengthy explanations. 

Everyone listened with interest to her outline of the educational 
opportunities at Lyceum, but some of the adults were bothered that there 
were minimum class requirements even for them. They seemed satisfied 
when they learned that the adult requirements for academic, vocational, and 
physical education classes were all much less than for the youth. Shawn just 
shook his head, wondering why anyone would see learning as something to be 
avoided. 

There were many other benefits, not all of which were of interest to 
everyone, like laboratory and studio access, horseback riding, and the 
possibility of non-member children living with their parents at Lyceum. By 
the time Sister Patricia had completed the chart, no one could accuse her of 
being anything but thorough. 

The last hour of the session was spent going over the very different, and 
much simpler, set of responsibilities and benefits that applied to non-resident 
members. Shawn thought of Brother Joseph and his family, Sister Mary Jane 
and her daughter, Brother Bob and his airplane, Brother Dancing Raven, and 
Sister Linda and her corporations. He hoped to see them all again. He was 
interested to learn that they all had weekly responsibilities doing everything 
from stuffing envelopes to scholarly research. 

Most of the prospective members were in a cheerful mood as they walked 
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with the paraplegic member to the Dining Hall. Most of them were starting to 
really feel that they were over the hump and that the remainder of the Lyceum 
evaluation week would be easier. Most, but not all. 

* 

That evening the lounge in the center of the Education and Research 
Center silently hosted three young prospective members. They knew it was 
their last free evening, so they worked in earnest to finish their personal 
resumes, get caught up in their workbooks, and read the books they had 
checked out. Also present were their companions, doing homework or 
reading novels, and occasionally answering a question that one of their 
charges tossed out. 

Liberty was beginning to feel genuinely hopeful about the prospects of 
being accepted into Lyceum. She and Sister Sarah were getting along better, 
and with Ashley’s help, she was starting to understand Lyceum’s religious 
mission. She wanted so very much to be able to tell her father that she didn’t 
need to go to Texas. 

Ashley’s confidence had been boosted considerably after pondering 
Brother Ted’s words to her. Liberty had helped her with some science 
concepts, and she had asked many questions of many people. The thing she 
looked forward to most was telling Tim that she had been accepted and could 
begin her elite gymnastics training... and her other Lyceum responsibilities. 

Shawn knew how the young Jesus must have felt when he had stayed to 
listen to the teachers in the Temple instead of sticking close to his mother and 
father. He knew he would never forget his parents, and he hoped that 
someday he could talk to them as one adult talks to another. But the more he 
learned about Lyceum, the more he knew that it had very much to offer that 
he wanted. He hoped he had as much to give in return. 

About ten o’clock, Ashley came to the end of her book. She read the last 
paragraph twice. 


Someday the human race will invent a type of community that is not 
based on constant exchanges of money, not dependent upon an irreplaceable 
charismatic leader, and not held together with the glue of a common 
religious creed. That day will probably have to await the birth of a new 
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generation, one that does not act because they have to, but because they 
want to; one that has replaced the profit motive with the service motive. 


That day may be far in the distant future, or just around the corner. Only 
time will tell. 


* Ok OK 
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Chapter 41: Values Clarification 


When Brother Timoteo stepped into the conference room adjacent to the 
Office of International Services the following morning where all of the 
remaining twenty-two prospective members were assembled, some of them 
were bothered and others were delighted. 

“Good morning. I am Brother Timoteo, and I’m substituting for Sister 
Ruth who is sick today.” 

Shawn had been taught by his parents and his church to dislike men with 
long hair, even to suspect them of evil, just as he had been taught to 
automatically respect and trust a clean-cut man wearing a suit and tie. He 
was also aware that most of the men who had chased him around his home 
town had been wearing suits and ties. 

But Brother Timoteo was standing in front of him with dignity and 
confidence, in all ways clean and neat, his golden brown hair flowing 
unpretentiously across his shoulders. And he was a respected member of 
Lyceum, and an experienced diplomat. 

If there is something so terrible about long hair, Father, than why didn’t 
our Lord Jesus cut his? 

“As soon as I got this assignment last evening, I spent some time reading 
your files. This is a very interesting group indeed, with a diverse collection of 
skills and experience, and much promise in the diplomatic area.” 

Ashley could have sworn that he glanced at her purposefully for a moment. 
She couldn’t imagine why. 
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“So let’s get started. About two decades ago, when Lyceum was young, it 
applied to the United Nations for Non-Governmental Organization status. It 
had some extra resources, and a few people willing to go to trouble spots in 
the world and distribute those resources. No big deal, at least so far. Lots of 
charity organizations do that. 

“But it so happened that we trained our people so well, and wherever we 
went took with us such high ethical standards, that we soon had General 
Assembly delegates coming down to our little office for advice, or to 
commission an arbitrator or a researcher for some little issue. 

“After a few years of experience at those kinds of tasks, during which we 
continued to upgrade and broaden our skills and standards, the Secretary 
General began calling us up for mediators or diplomatic assistants for very 
major situations. By that time we needed a bigger office!” 

Everyone chuckled. 

“Then, six years ago, the Security Council created its Advisory Seats. 
They're not widely publicized in order to minimize the political pressures 
upon those who fill them. Lyceum was the second organization asked to sit in 
one of those seats for a one year term, and that request has been renewed 
every year since. So today, the Security Council of the United Nations, the 
most powerful decision-making body on the planet, consists of the seven 
permanent member nations, the rotating members, and effectively one 
permanent advisor... Lyceum. Is everyone here starting to get a sense of why 
we are putting you poor people through the meat grinder this week?” 

Most everyone nodded solemnly. Liberty remembered telling her father 
that Lyceum had a world-class feel about it. Now she was sure of it. 

“Are all members involved in diplomatic work?” a man asked. 

“Yes, either directly or in supporting roles. Remember I said that our 
people were highly trained? The United Nations has eight levels of diplomatic 
clearance. Lyceum uses those levels, but adds extra qualifications to the list. 
Level One is the courier or mission technical assistant who does not expect to 
have to deal extensively with the local people. Even for that level, you must 
have moderate fluency in the language, basic historical and cultural 
knowledge, at least one month of residency in the area, and demonstrated 
leadership skills. As you can see, it can take some time to acquire even that 
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basic clearance. Most members have it after a year or two. All members are 
engaged in some form of preparation for international service.” 

“Do members ever go into combat areas?” a lady asked. 

“No. But I would be lying if I denied the fact that wherever there are 
problems in the world, there are at least a few guns and knives lurking around 
somewhere. To date one member has been killed and three have been 
wounded during international missions. It’s one of those things that’s 
statistically safer than driving to work in the morning, but some danger 
always does exist.” 

The frank and interesting discussion continued for the remainder of the 
morning, with Brother Timoteo delving into all the different types of 
international missions, and describing the skills that were needed for each. 
To the delight of the group, he also spent some time detailing the experiential, 
and sometimes material, rewards of diplomatic service. During the last fifteen 
minutes he gave them a tour of the Office of International Services itself, 
describing some of the special communications equipment they used and 
enumerating Lyceum’s world-wide network of planning and mission support 
offices. 

By the end of the session, most of those present who had earlier held 
biases against the long-haired man had come to respect him greatly. Shawn 
was not sure he had ever met anyone with so much intelligence... and so much 
calmness of spirit. 

* 

All three young people were particularly interested in the afternoon’s 
topic. Brother Randy Robert and Sister Joan were back to talk about 
everything that had to do with language classes, foreign residencies, and 
education at Lyceum in general. It was obviously planned to complement the 
morning’s theme. 

Liberty found herself torn between several languages, but when she asked 
if she could take more than one at a time, Randy Robert made such a face that 
she burst out laughing. As the discussion continued, she found that her pilot 
training would cover her vocational requirements and then some, but she had 
a hard time deciding what she wanted to take academically. 

“All of the classes ’m describing,” the facilitator said at one point in 
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response to a question about their difficulty, “are college level and earn you 
transferable credit.” 

“But what about me and Ashley who haven’t graduated high school yet?” 
Liberty asked, feeling a little puzzled. 

“Oh, you'd both be in a G.E.D. class, in addition to whatever else you 
wanted to take. You already have some college credit through Lyceum, don’t 
you Ashley?” 

Ashley remembered that she got a little for her first evaluation week, and 
then quite a bit for the French class. “Yeah, some. So we can keep earning 
college credit, even before we finish our G.E.D.’s?” 

“Yes. Now to finish with this train of thought, we use the same level 
system that most universities use. One through four are undergraduate, five 
and six are postgraduate...” 

Ashley discovered there were not one, but two dance classes she wanted to 
take, in addition to an exercise class that she wanted to use as part of her 
gymnastics conditioning routine. Sister Joan was saying that any languages 
people knew should first be brought to a high level of fluency, so Ashley 
figured she should stay in French. The rest she wasn’t too concerned about, 
except that she knew she wanted to take history so she would better 
understand the murals in the Research Center. 

“...first comes fluency in a language, then comes foreign residency in one 
of our offices or some other situation, and those two, combined with 
appropriate other skills like leadership and teamwork, qualify a member for 
the diplomatic clearances necessary for international service missions...” 

There were so many classes that sounded interesting to Shawn, especially 
in the sciences, that he knew he wouldn’t be able to fit them all into his 
schedule. He was glad he could learn to be a Laboratory Reference 
Technician for his vocational requirement, but had no idea what he should 
use for his physical education class. He found himself drawn to the languages 
that would help him understand the scriptures, like Hebrew and Greek. But 
then he remembered that Latin would help him with both religion and 
science. It would not be an easy decision, he realized. 

* 
As Ashley, Shawn, and Liberty walked together toward the lobby of 
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Conference Center Two, where the evaluation group was scheduled to engage 
in role plays, Ashley noticed that Liberty kept lagging behind. Since Ashley 
was usually having to almost trot to keep up with the tall, long-legged girl, she 
knew something was wrong. When Liberty finally stopped, pretended to look 
at a painting on the wall, and rubbed at her stomach, Ashley told Shawn they 
would catch up and went to stand beside her new friend. 

“What is it?” Ashley said, thinking maybe Liberty had eaten something 
that didn’t agree with her. 

When Liberty didn’t speak for several moments, Ashley looked at her. It 
was then that the gymnast realized her friend didn’t have an upset stomach... 
she was scared to death of something. 

“What is it, Liberty? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!” 

In a thin voice, Liberty gasped out, “I’m gonna be history when I get in 
there, I just know it! I’m gonna slip and say something mean, something from 
the streets. I can see it coming!” 

Ashley put her arm around the shaking girl. “Does your stomach hurt?” 

“Yeah. It’s tied in knots, just like when I first arrived and my dad was 
deciding if I could stay.” 

“I know! Me or Shawn can volunteer to be your partner every time you're 
up for a role play!” 

“Would you really? Oh, never mind. It probably wouldn’t help...” 

“Well I’m certainly not going to leave you out here feeling ashamed of 
something that’s made you strong! Every time you tell me about the streets, I 
feel like I’ve been a protected little marshmallow who wouldn’t survive alone 
in a big city for ten minutes. If you don’t go in, I won’t either!” 

“Me neither,” Shawn said from behind them. 

Liberty turned around and stared at the gentle, religious boy. “You guys 
are stupid!” she said, and immediately starting crying. 

Shawn put his arms around the shaking, sobbing girl. They were about the 
same height, and Shawn held her close because he knew she desperately 
needed it. He was also aware that this was the very first time in his life he had 
embraced a girl anywhere near his age. He wished the circumstances had 
been different, but he knew moments like this could not be anticipated or 
planned. 
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After a minute she relaxed and Shawn released her. 

“T guess... we'd better get going or we'll be late...” Liberty said, trying to dry 
her eyes with her sleeve. 

As they all three strode together toward the meeting place, Ashley shared 
her idea with Shawn, and he agreed to do his best. When they arrived, they 
were all glad to discover they were only one minute late and the session hadn’t 
started. One of the adults even arrived after them. 

Brother Randy Robert and Sister Joan were again facilitating, but Ashley 
wondered who else would wander into the lobby to test their responses. Just 
as the first role plays were getting started, Ashley whispered into Liberty’s ear, 
“Remember, whatever happens, be kind!” 

The first two times Liberty had to engage in a role play, Ashley and Shawn 
were able to volunteer as the other party. The third time, Sister Joan was 
pretending to have a complaint about the food, and unexpectedly got right 
into Liberty’s face, ranting and raving. Ashley held her breath... and said a 
prayer. She could tell Liberty was nervous, but hoped the practice with her 
and Shawn had helped. 

“Um, I'll tell the cook. Can I get you anything else?” 

“No, I don’t want anything else! I just want to get out of this terrible place 
as fast as I can!” 

Shawn closed his eyes. The memory that was being triggered by the scene 
he was witnessing was almost too painful to bear. 

“Well, in that case, I think youre a... entitled to a refund!” 

Ashley breathed, and as soon as Liberty sat back down, squeezed her 
friend’s hand tightly. 

Eight different people wandered into the lobby to create impromptu 
situations. Shawn helped an old man get to the restroom, and Liberty 
surprised everyone by knowing sign language when a deaf lady asked her for 
directions. Ashley was completely avoided, and she figured it was because she 
already knew their secret. 

It was nearly nine o’clock when the role plays ended, and Liberty had kept 
her cool. All three friends gave each other smiles of appreciation as they got 
ready to go their separate ways for the remainder of the evening. 

“Walk with me to the Clinic?” Ashley said to Liberty after Shawn and 
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Brother Jacob left together. 

“Okay. Did you know there were going to be all those people wandering 
through, needing this and that kind of help?” 

“Uh huh. At least they did it that way last time. But those are always easy. 
It’s the facilitators you have to watch out for.” 

“You're not kidding! I had actually thought up a really good name to call 
Joan when she was giving me shit about the food. Sure glad I didn’t say it!” 

“Me too!” 

At that moment they were entering the Healing Arts Clinic. It was very 
quiet, and no one seemed to be in the waiting room of comfortable chairs and 
couches in the center of the building. 

“What do you need here?” Liberty asked. 

“T don’t. You do,” Ashley said. 

Having heard them talking, Sister Brenda stepped out of a room. “Hi, 
Liberty! Hi, Ashley! How are you guys?” 

Ashley looked at Liberty for a response. 

Liberty was too amazed at the courage of her younger friend to be angry. 
If it had been anyone else, in any other situation, she would have been mad as 
hell. There, at that moment, with Ashley looking at her and the last two days 
of evaluation week still ahead, a little voice inside her told Liberty that this 
was the best thing. “Well... um... my stomach’s getting tied up again.” 

“Yeah, I can imagine, the closer you get to the end of the week,” Brenda 
said. “Staying away from coffee?” 

“Yeah. It’s just lots of nerves.” 

“You know, I bet Sister Marscha might be able to help. She’s our most 
experienced herbalist and she’s in her office right now.” 

“Um... I don’t know. Whatever you say...” 

The girls followed Brenda into one of the offices. It was decorated with all 
sorts of old fashioned jars, instruments, and drawings of strange plants. 
Some of the stuff reminded them of the Old West, others appeared to be 
straight out of medieval China, and still others harkened back to the Greeks 
and Romans. A couch and two chairs all faced a work table where a short 
round lady of about forty years sat working. There was a pleasant scent in the 
air that seemed to be coming from a little pot simmering on a hot plate. 
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“Sister Marscha, Liberty and Ashley are in the evaluation group. I think 
Liberty would like a little help with a problem she’s having.” 

“Welcome, young ladies. What can I help you with, Liberty?” the herbalist 
said, rolling her chair around to face them where they had sat down on the 
couch. 

“Well, every time things get tense, my stomach ties itself in knots. I 
stopped drinking coffee, but it’s still happening.” 

“Vomiting?” 

“Sometimes.” 

“Lie down on the couch, please,” Sister Marscha said. Ashley moved to a 
chair, and Brenda stepped out to continue her work. 

The herbalist placed a gentle hand on Liberty’s stomach, and had her 
breathe in different ways and describe any pain or other sensations. Then she 
spent a minute looking at Liberty’s eyes and other parts of her face. 

“You're a very high-energy, high-metabolism person, aren’t you Liberty?” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

“Sixteen?” 

“Fifteen.” 

“April!” the herbalist called over her shoulder. 

A girl of about thirteen emerged from a back room. Ashley had seen her 
before, but had never had a chance to talk to her. She smiled at the two 
prospective members. 

“IT need Ulmas fulva, Rubus idaeus, Mentha piperita, and Myristica 
fragrans. All for infusing. And the anti-emetic inhaler.” 

The girl nodded and disappeared into a back room. 

“T don’t think you have an ulcer,” Sister Marscha said to Liberty, “but if 
you let this kind of thing go on, you’d probably develop one. I can help you 
with your stomach, but you may have to do some serious thinking about the 
levels of stress in your life.” 

“To tell you the truth, I don’t plan to go through Lyceum evaluation weeks 
very often!” 

Sister Marscha chuckled heartily. “As I remember, my stomach was a 
wreck during my evaluation week too!” 

Sister April brought a tray containing several brown jars and set it on the 
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work table. 

“Thank you. Would you see how Liberty responds to the inhaler while I 
start an infusion?” 

“Okay,” the assistant herbalist said, taking a strange jar with both a large 
and a small lid from the tray and approaching the couch. “You'll have to sit up 
for this,” she said to Liberty. 

“What is it?” 

“Peppermint, nutmeg, and lavender. If it works for you, we can make you 
sachets to keep with you. Sometimes we leave the lavender out — it gives 
some people headaches. Let out all the air in your lungs, and then breathe in 
through this opening.” 

Liberty did, and was amazed at the strength of the aromas in the jar. She 
could tell all three herbs April had listed were present, but she thought the 
peppermint and the lavender clashed somewhat. 

“How do you feel?” 

“I can feel my insides relaxing!” 

“Good. Lavender ever give you headaches?” 

“Nope.” 

“Put the lavender in a separate sachet just in case,” Sister Marscha said, 
bringing a cup of tea from her work table. “This is peppermint, slippery elm 
bark, raspberry leaf, and nutmeg. It will give you some protective mucilage 
and a muscle relaxant, neither of which you'll get through inhaling.” 

Liberty sipped the slightly sweet tea. “It’s slimy!” 

“That’s the mucilage. Sip on that while I finish this other work I was 
doing.” 

Liberty sipped on her tea while she and Ashley talked about what was 
ahead in evaluation week. Liberty decided that the only thing that would give 
her trouble would be the self-evaluation and final interview. Ashley shared 
her trepidation over the tests that would be on Saturday morning. They both 
decided it would be good to get to bed early that night so they would be wide 
awake for the construction project in the morning. 

“So, what’s happening in tummy land?” Sister Marscha asked, rolling her 
chair over to the couch. 

“Completely relaxed, as if it had never happened!” Liberty said. 
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“Okay. Here’s a jar of your tea mixture, and a steeping spoon. Just fill, 
close, and pop it into a cup of hot water. Best to take it BEFORE a stressful 
session.” 

April handed her mentor a plastic bag with several little sachets inside 
stuffed with herbs. 

“These are on necklace strings so you can wear them under a blouse during 
the day,” Sister Marscha continued. 

“Thank you!” Liberty said, not knowing what else to say. “Thank you very 
much!” 

“You're welcome. Evaluation week isn’t the only thing at Lyceum that can 
be stressful. If you join, keep in touch, and we'll try to keep this thing under 
control. Also, we have a doctor who’s very good at spotting more serious 
stomach and intestine problems.” 

The two girls were yawning even as they paused in the Main Lobby to take 
leave of each other. 

“Forgive me for conning you into the Clinic?” Ashley asked. 

“Yeah. I have to get used to being told what to do once in awhile. The 
hardest part is that some of the people who know more than me are years 
younger!” 

Ashley smiled, they slapped hands, and both headed for bed. 

* 

On Friday morning, the day before the last day of evaluation week, the 
group of twenty-one prospective members joined the worship and reflection 
time in the residence hall named Timbuktu. Liberty noticed that it was the 
farthest away from the Residential Lobby of all the halls, and thought its name 
fitting. The short and completely non-verbal service was led by a young man 
who lit three candles while a disk of pipe organ music played softly in the 
background. It left Ashley feeling very peaceful and relaxed. 

On the way to the Dining Hall, Liberty showed her two friends the sachet 
necklaces she was wearing under her shirt, and the steeping spoon pre-filled 
with ‘stomach untying tea’ stuck in her pocket. They both smiled. 

After breakfast, the group followed a short little man named Brother 
Henry to a very formal and well-kept garden on the wide path that led to the 
Amphitheater. 


Lyceum Quest 449 


“This is Sister Rhiannon’s Victorian garden. She would be here herself to 
introduce you to this project, but she got a chance for a residency in Japan a 
couple of weeks ago and jumped at it.” 

“What happens to someone’s responsibilities when they leave for a 
residency?” a man asked. 

“The Scheduler, who is Brother Don right now, using his plethora of 
mysterious computer programs that I don’t begin to understand, just 
reassigns their work and the classes they teach to others. Most people ask 
friends to take care of their garden, but the Scheduler could do that too in an 
emergency. We absorb the slack, knowing others will do the same for us when 
we're off-campus. My wife and I are looking after Sister Rhiannon’s garden 
for her.” 

He entered the beautiful garden full of neatly trimmed shrubs and flowers 
of many kinds, with roses predominating. The others followed. “As you can 
see, a lot of love and care goes into this garden.” In the garden’s center were 
several pieces of white wrought iron furniture. “Notice the walk-through 
trellis in the far corner?” 

Everyone looked. It appeared to be fairly new, with vines just starting to 
climb into it, and a brick path going right underneath. 

“Sister Rhiannon wants another one over here,” he said, leading the group 
toward the corner that as yet contained no trellis. “It should be of about the 
same size, for aesthetic balance, but it should be different in design.” 

The group wandered about the proposed construction site, some looking at 
the layout of the paths, a few just looking bored. After a few minutes, Brother 
Henry led them out of the garden and to a pile of boards and other materials. 
“Here is what you have to work with. I think everything you'll need is here, 
including a couple of books on Victorian gardens. Eleven thirty would be a 
good finishing time so you can clean up for lunch.” 

Ashley gulped. This wasn’t a kit to assemble. The lumber was all long 
lengths of different sizes of boards, and there were saws and hammers and 
nails. Then she noticed that the quiet man named Aaron was already sitting 
on the ground with the books open and a pad of paper in front of him, and 
Shawn was sitting beside him. Liberty and one other person sat down with 
them. Ashley joined. 
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“You all may have noticed that we have not one, but two paths close 
together in that part of the garden. Maybe we could do a double walk- 
through...” Aaron was saying. 

“Here’s a neat one,” Shawn said, looking in one of the books. 

“Way too big, isn’t it?” Liberty said. “What if we left off this part on the 
side, and simplified this decoration on top?” 

“Good idea,” Aaron said. “But look here: the structure is very weak 
because this part has no diagonals at all.” 

“How does that make it weak?” Ashley asked. Several more people were 
sitting down near them. 

Aaron began to draw on the pad of paper, explaining how a rectangle could 
collapse if a force, like the wind, were applied to one side. Shawn was paying 
close attention. 

“T see we have a design team,” the large man named Bob said. “Me and a 
few others will sort out the materials so we know exactly what we have to 
work with.” 

“Thank you,” Aaron said. Several more were finding places to perch 
around the books and sketch pad, and a couple of others joined the large man 
at the lumber pile. 

“Take a look at this!” a lady kneeling near Liberty said. “This looks like it 
would accommodate the double path well.” 

“Yeah, you're right,” Liberty said. “And it looks structurally stronger than 
the other one.” 

The last few people motivated themselves, taking some paper and a 
measuring tape and going back into the garden to draw the site to scale. 

Aaron, the three youth, and about five others worked on the design for the 
next fifteen minutes, making some simplifications and adding some structural 
improvements. Shawn asked many questions about the way the boards fit 
together to carry the loads and stresses, and Aaron explained with numerous 
sketches. One man who had been a draftsman re-drew the trellis from several 
points of view, incorporating the necessary changes. By the time they were 
through, the material sorting team and the site drawing team had both 
returned. 

Aaron proposed to the group that the draftsman, aided by Shawn, be in 
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charge of the details of the design, and that Bob oversee efficient use of their 
materials. Then he asked one of the ladies whom everyone had come to 
respect to do the task assignments. 

Everyone agreed, and soon boards were being sawn as the draftsman 
called out the needed lengths, and Bob made sure that each cut was made 
from the shortest piece available. Liberty was assigned to stack the cut 
lumber in neat piles by length, and Ashley went around spraying oil from a 
can whenever someone’s saw was sticking. 

They paused at 9:30 to inventory their cut lumber, and to their delight 
Brother Henry arrived with a snack tray. There was so little structural wood 
left over that everyone gained a new appreciation for the task that Bob had 
performed. 

Next, Ashley, Shawn, and several adults formed a team to sand the rough 
ends of the boards while Aaron, Bob, and several helpers prepared to nail the 
structural frame together. Liberty was assigned the task of making sure 
everyone was supplied with the right sizes of nails, and she laughed when she 
learned that nails were still graded with a unit of weight right out of the 
Middle Ages. 

At about ten o’clock, everyone helped to hold up the front and back frame 
assemblies while cross pieces were nailed into place. As the adults held the 
structure, Liberty checked measurements with the tape measure, and Shawn 
checked the angles with a carpenter’s square. Only one nail had to be 
withdrawn and re-pounded. 

Finally the thinner latticework was nailed on by as many people as there 
were hammers, while others used the saws to trim the protruding ends. Two 
men placed the foundation blocks in the garden itself, and Aaron took the 
three youth aside and together they thinned the white paint so the first coat 
would penetrate the wood well, dividing it up into four little buckets. 

At eleven o’clock the entire group took hold of the structure, lifting it off 
the ground and carrying it into the Victorian garden and onto its foundation 
blocks. During the last half hour, four painters brushed on the first coat while 
everyone else started to clean up. 

When Brother Henry returned, he complimented their work and promised 
to arrange for more coats of paint on future days. The double walk-through 
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trellis looked sturdy and well made, and most everyone was planning to 
return with their cameras during free time. Only one lady had clearly not 
enjoyed the process. Ashley had been wondering for several days why she 
stuck with it. Maybe just for the college credit. 

On his way back to the Lodge for a shower, Shawn came to a realization. It 
was not right, he decided, to remain completely ignorant, even contemptuous, 
of the crafts and sciences that dealt with the physical world, and then expect 
the craftsmen and scientists to create all manner of buildings and gadgets to 
make life easier. Perhaps others could live with that kind of hypocrisy — he 
could not. 

* 

The group spent a leisurely afternoon in the waiting room of the Healing 
Arts Clinic. As requested, they all brought with them their workbooks, 
personal resumes, and reading materials, as each would have considerable 
free time. 

Liberty was called fairly early, and spent almost half an hour being 
interviewed about her entire health history, including everything from known 
allergies, to her usual exercise routine, to moods and tempers, to previous 
international travel and vaccinations. At the conclusion of the interview, they 
gave her some forms and questionnaires to fill out. She felt they would soon 
know more about her health than she did. 

As soon as she had completed the paperwork, a lady doctor gave her the 
most thorough physical examination Liberty had ever had, including a 
complete gynecological exam. Then, with Liberty still lying on the examining 
table, another doctor was called in. 

“Hello, Liberty,” he said. “I’m Brother Kenneth. I understand your 
stomach gives you trouble at times.” 

Liberty described her affliction, and then Brother Kenneth began to 
examine her stomach and abdomen with skillful hands. 

“Ever had any abdominal operations?” 

“No.” 

“Pregnancies?” 

“No.” 

“And you've been taking the herbs Sister Marscha suggested?” 
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“Yeah. I had a cup of her tea at lunch.” 

“Good. I don’t find anything that worries me. At this point I think we can 
just assume you're one of those people who stores your stress in your belly. In 
other words, you’re ulcer-prone. Knowing that now can allow you to avoid 
actually getting one. They're no fun. Here’s the title of a book you should 
read that'll tell you all about them,” he said, writing on a prescription pad. 

“Thanks,” Liberty said. 

Next she was guided to a lab tech who took samples of just about 
everything Liberty had to offer, including, to her surprise, her hair. 

“Not only will this give us information about your current health status, 
but also about your past. It’ll even give us your D.N.A. sequence for I.D. 
purposes.” 

A dentist picked at her teeth and took x-rays, Brother Howard checked her 
bones and joints, and a psychologist asked her a bunch of questions, many of 
which were silly and made Liberty laugh. The psychologist smiled, saying that 
laughter was the healthiest response she could think of to some of the 
questions. 

When Liberty was finally able to return to the waiting room and collapse 
into her chair with a sigh, Ashley looked up from her workbook and flashed 
her friend a knowing, understanding smile. 

* 

That evening after dinner, as the group surveyed the store room full of 
camping equipment, there was a clear division in thinking present. About 
two-thirds, including all three youth, wanted to sleep under the stars, with a 
large tarp along just in case of unexpected rain. Six people said they would be 
much more comfortable in a tent. 

The only problem was that those six people were also the ones who 
couldn’t carry much weight on their backs. Two of the adults who wanted to 
sleep under the stars began to grumble about the weight of a six-person tent. 
Ashley thought the whole thing was pretty silly and was about to grab a tent 
and strap it onto her pack frame, when she noticed that Aaron was already 
doing so. She picked out two large tarps, and tossed one to Liberty. 

Shawn knew that only a month before he would have been completely lost, 
not having any idea what to pack. A few days in the Greenville, South 
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Carolina railroad yard had brought him much wisdom about camping. He 
soon had his own gear packed, and several shanks of rope to help with the 
tarps in case of rain. Then he turned his attention to helping the 
inexperienced adults to select and pack their equipment. Following his 
example, Ashley and Liberty did the same. 

When they emerged from the store room and announced to Sister Joan 
that they were all packed and ready to go, she said nothing, but only held out a 
large, sealed envelope. One of the ladies of the group took and opened it. As 
she examined the papers within, a smile grew on her face. 

“What is it?” several others asked at once, all gathering around to see. 

“Maps. It’s a treasure hunt! I haven’t done one of these in ages. The 
treasure is our campsite complete with our evening snack and a pile of 
firewood.” 

All three youth sparkled with interest. The entire group spread out the 
maps on a table for examination. 

“Okay, here’s the zoo, but what’s this?” 

“Looks like a spider!” 

“How many legs does it have?” Liberty asked, not being able to get close at 
the moment. 

Someone looked. “Nine!” 

“Then I bet it’s the residence halls. There are nine of them, with the 
Residential Lobby being the body in the middle.” 

“Excellent deduction, Liberty,” Aaron said. 

“T think this foot print is a unit of measure,” one man said. “And we can 
determine its value if we can find two known points.” 

“Isn't this a fountain?” said the draftsman. 

“Yeah, the one in the European Garden, I bet.” 

“That’s seven foot prints from the zoo. I'll go pace off that distance,” he 
said and dashed out the door. 

“T think I know where this stream is,” Shawn said. “I’ve seen it in the 
woods.” 

“That’s definitely one of our vectors. Could you find it again?” 

“T think so. Me and a friend crossed it on the trail to the northeast retreat 
center.” 
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“IT know where that trail is!” someone said. “I didn’t see a stream, but I 
was jogging and could have missed it.” 

“But we're gonna need this distance, and this distance,” Bob said. 

“But what here is this?” Ludmilla asked, pointing to an oval with an X at 
one end. 

“A helicopter?” Liberty suggested. 

“So if that’s the heliport, we can triangulate using this distance here.” 

“T don’t think so,” Shawn said. “That part of the woods is almost 
impossible to walk through.” 

The draftsman dashed back in. “A foot print is a hundred yards!” 

Ten minutes later they all felt ready to begin the hunt. After shouldering 
packs and helping each other to adjust straps, Shawn and the jogger were in 
charge of the first leg of the journey, attempting to find a certain path they 
had both been on before. 

They walked behind the residence halls, beyond the Demonstration Farm 
and Zoo, and past the Pantry and Laundry Building. The first trail they tried, 
which appeared familiar to both leaders, took them to a huge propane tank 
inside a fence, but no farther. 

Retracing their steps, they tried another. 

“Yes!” the jogger said. “I clearly remember jumping over this tree root!” 

“There are a lot of tree roots on these trails...” someone warned. 

But after a moment of looking at each other, and having no other leads, 
they headed down the path. 

Ten or fifteen minutes later they came to a tiny trickle of a stream passing 
under a little bridge. The jogger confirmed that the bridge matched the 
surface of the ground so well he could have easily missed it. 

“Does this look like the same trail that goes all the way to that retreat 
center?” Aaron asked Shawn. 

“As far as I can remember...” 

Suddenly Liberty faintly heard the distinct sound of jet engines starting. 
“A helicopter! Getting ready to take off!” 

“Tf we could get a vector to the heliport, we’d really be able to pin this thing 
down,” the draftsman said. 

“But to do that, someone will have to get up in a tall tree so they can see 
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the chopper leave,” Bob said. 

Ashley raised her hand. 

“Our gymnast!” Ludmilla said with admiration. 

Ashley looked around, and selected a tall spruce with plenty of branches. 
“T’ll need a boost to the first branch.” 

“You've got it,” Bob said. 

“How long do I have, Lib?” 

“Two or three minutes.” 

The large man lifted Ashley up, she took ahold of the first branches, and 
began a rapid but careful climb upward. 

“The most important thing is the direction,” the draftsman called up to 
her. “Relate it to a nearby tree.” 

Ashley absorbed the message as she climbed. 

“Rotor just started,” Liberty said. “They'll be airborne in about a minute.” 

Ashley climbed. The main trunk was down to about a foot in diameter. 

“Be careful very!” Ludmilla said. 

Ashley silently promised. The trunk was down to nine inches and 
shrinking. She was beginning to feel the tree sway slightly as she climbed. 

“There goes the helicopter!” she faintly heard Liberty yell. 

Ashley stopped climbing and looked up. She was just barely high enough, 
but she managed to glimpse, through the many tree branches around her, the 
helicopter’s ascent. She quickly looked down and lined it up with a tree less 
than a hundred feet away. Then she closed her eyes and listened to her heart 
throbbing softly inside her. It was a strong heart, she knew, conditioned by 
more than six years of gymnastics training. And in just a few days, she would 
know whether or not she could go on to the elite levels of world-class training 
and competition... or retire to a little bit of assistant coaching and an 
occasional minor exhibition somewhere in the rural state of South Dakota. 

When Ashley had done all the reflecting she wanted, she began the long 
climb downward. 

Bob caught her and lowered her to the ground. She immediately found her 
reference tree, not far off in the woods. The group again gathered around the 
maps. 

“So that puts our goal not down the stream, but somewhat east of the 
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stream.” 

“But we still have to follow the stream to get the right distance from the 
trail.” 

“True, but at least we now know which way to go from there.” 

The next part of the journey was led by the draftsman, as he had to pace 
off eleven hundred yards, and do so along a twisting little stream. They soon 
discovered that there was a faint path along one side of the rivulet, and Aaron 
even found a very recent shoe print. 

Ten minutes later he stopped. “This is the place, plus or minus one 
percent,” he said. 

“That’s eleven yards. That ought to get us close enough,” someone said. 

Shawn was at that moment poking around on the far side of the stream 
from the rest of the group. “A tire track!” 

Everyone quickly gathered to see. 

“Motorcycle?” 

“Lighter. Just a wheelbarrow, I think,” Aaron said. 

Ashley laughed. “For the firewood!” she said, remembering her first 
Lyceum campout. 

They only had to follow the wheelbarrow tracks about two hundred yards 
east, and they found the campsite, complete with ice chest, firewood, campfire 
pit, plenty of logs to sit on, and clear spaces for tents and tarps. 

“We never would have found it without the maps!” 

“And lots of thinking!” 

Aaron and Shawn worked together to set up the large tent while there was 
still plenty of evening light, and those who were going to sleep within were 
appreciative. Two of the ladies set up a kitchen to one side of the fire pit, and 
were soon passing out lemonade to the thirsty walkers. Bob gestured to 
Ashley and Liberty, and the three of them wandered away from the camp, only 
to return a few minutes later with armloads of kindling. 

About a half hour later the sun set and Bob started a cheery blaze in the 
fire pit. Aaron and another man arranged the sitting logs to accommodate the 
group, and soon everyone was gathering to chat and nibble on snacks. 

“So, tomorrow’s the end of it,” a man said. “Seems like we’ve been here for 
a long time, this little group of ours, going from task to task.” 
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“Anyone know what kind of test we have tomorrow morning?” 

“T asked,” a lady said. “Randy Robert just said it was a mixture of things.” 

“T wonder what self-evaluations are like...” 

Ashley held her tongue. 

Soon everyone was talking about what they would be doing if they didn’t 
join Lyceum. Many had professions or jobs they would return to. One was 
going back to college. Two were going to make a fresh start at something new. 
Liberty said something about Texas, but didn’t want to elaborate. Shawn said 
he might go up to Seattle, get a job, do some volunteer work. Ashley knew she 
would be going to Black Hills Junior High. 

Marshmallows blazed on the end of sticks and laughter would occasionally 
fill the air as twenty-one hopeful hearts shared their dreams and fears in that 
secluded section of woods, somewhere in the Pacific Northwest, somewhere at 
a place called Lyceum. 


* OK OK 
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Chapter 42: The End of the Process 


When the evaluation group traipsed out of the woods shortly after eight 
o'clock on Saturday morning, they had eaten a breakfast that may have 
contained a fir needle or two, and their clothes had absorbed the aroma of 
cedar smoke, but with only a couple of exceptions, both over fifty years of age, 
they were in very good spirits considering the momentous day that lay ahead. 

An hour later, refreshed and supplied with workbooks and other materials, 
they gathered in a room in Conference Center One. 

Brother Randy Robert greeted them and passed out their test booklets. 
Shawn discovered, once he got started, that it was a combination of all the 
things that had been in the other tests. But some of the questions were 
unique, and after finishing them, he decided they should be called ‘attitude 
questions.’ 

When the last person finished the test right at ten o’clock, a snack cart 
arrived, as well as most of the members of the evaluation team. Liberty 
searched her memory, and realized that only Sister Rebecca and Brother 
Timoteo were missing, of all the people who had facilitated their sessions. 

“As you can see,” Sister Joan began as the team members sat down at the 
long front table and the prospective members spread out in the rest of the 
room, “you have nine Lyceum members who are ready to answer your 
questions. You can address your question to a specific person if you wish.” 

“Brother Randy Robert,” a lady said, “what was the value of the campout 
we just returned from?” 

“The issue is flexibility. An example should illustrate. Last year I was on a 
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technical and medical assistance mission. The team came to the Iran- 
Afghanistan border. The line of people at the office where we had to get our 
passports stamped was actually a three dimensional mob, with some people 
even climbing in the window from the roof to get their processing completed 
before the office closed.” Chuckles filled the room. “I should explain that the 
office closed when the agent wanted to go home, not at a certain time or when 
everyone had been processed. Needless to say, we Lyceum members were not 
very well adapted to the situation...” More chuckles. “...and so we didn’t 
make it in time. We had already been stamped out of Iran, but couldn’t go on 
into Afghanistan. We had to camp out for the night beside our land rovers in 
the little no-man’s land between the two border posts. There’s just no way to 
predict when something like that will happen.” 

“T think I understand,” the lady said. 

“Tm not sure who this question is to,” Shawn said. “I’m a Christian, and I 
wondered how much Christian missionary work I can do while ’m a member 
of Lyceum.” 

Sister Maria took the question. “As much as you want, on your own time, 
in appropriate places. On your own time, you can practice your religion to 
any extent you wish. You just have to remember that proselyting can only be 
done at Lyceum in a space reserved and labeled for that purpose.” 

“Thank you,” he said. 

“T have often seen members heading toward the Recreation Center when it 
is closed,” a man said. “Is it true that members can go anywhere, do anything 
here at Lyceum?” 

“Generally,” Brother Ben said. “The various parts of the Recreation Center 
have set public hours because those activities require supervision. Members 
are assumed to be responsible for themselves, and smart enough to know 
what they can and can’t handle. And they're assumed to be mature enough to 
leave a facility in perfect condition after using it. If either of those 
assumptions don’t apply to a person, they shouldn’t be a member of Lyceum. “ 

Next Liberty asked, “Are, um... relationships okay?” 

“Of course,” Brother Randy Robert said. “We’re all human. But complete 
kindness and respect are important too. If you get close to someone, and then 
break up, you still have to live near them and sometimes work or have classes 
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with them. And it’s important to keep yourself clean and protected. If you 
catch a virus that you could have avoided, you'll have a situation that Lyceum 
will expect you to solve.” 

Liberty swallowed, and realized she just might have to change even more 
old habits. 

“Can a member cut their ties with Lyceum at any time, without 
consequences?” Aaron asked. 

“Yes,” Sister Rachael said. 

“And their responsibilities and benefits cease as soon as they want them 
to?” 

“Their responsibilities cease as soon as they want them to. But Lyceum 
never just drops someone like a rock. We'll provide housing and meals and 
such while they make new plans and arrangements, give them a ticket to 
wherever, put together whatever certificates and recommendations might be 
useful, and of course throw a going-away party. And remember, there’s 
always the option of non-resident membership as opposed to quitting 
completely.” 

Ashley raised her hand. “Is it okay if members have visitors once in 
awhile?” 

Sister Sarah answered. “Sure. But you still have to do your work and 
classes and stuff... unless you’re on vacation. And we all get twenty coupons a 
year that are good for free lodging and meals. We can give them to anyone we 
want. My mom visits me here all the time.” 

The questions continued right up to lunchtime, and then the thoughtful 
group spent their last meal of the week with the members of Lyceum. 
Everyone at Lyceum knew where the evaluation group was in its process, and 
so were especially respectful and tolerant of the needs and moods of the 
prospective members. 

* 

The self-evaluation booklets were handed out, and three members of the 
evaluation team remained in the lobby to take questions. 

Liberty’s first instinct was to fly through the booklet, just like she was able 
to do with most tests. But she stopped herself and focused her mind on the 
importance of what she was doing, and at the same time tried to ignore her 
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stomach that was half-tied in knots in spite of two cups of Sister Marscha’s tea 
at lunch and fresh sachets around her neck. 

She decided to take a different approach, use a very un-Liberty-like 
method. She decided to read all the questions first, and then go back and 
answer them slowly and carefully. She could remember many teachers 
recommending that approach to taking a test, but she had never found it 
necessary in the past. This time it felt necessary. 

Shawn read all the questions first. He closed his eyes for a moment to 
remind himself of Lyceum’s relationship to Christianity. He was not joining a 
church, even though many religious things were done there. There was no 
creed to memorize... just ethics to remember. Lyceum was not against 
Christianity just because it wasn’t purely Christian. There were plenty of 
Christian churches that were purely Christian, and he could still join and go to 
one of them... or even more than one of them. He opened his eyes and started 
writing. 

Ashley knew what she needed to do. She needed to show that her six 
months of assignments had helped her to grow and to understand Lyceum 
better. She remembered thinking that her answers to the self-evaluation 
questions were pretty short and simple back in December. This time they 
needed to show that Ashley Riddle wasn’t just a gymnast who was looking for 
a gym. Now she knew about helping old people in a nursing home, and about 
training handicapped people for the Special Olympics. Her skills had changed 
South Dakota’s Special Olympics from dull to exciting. She had learned 
French and walked all over Luxemburg and part of France. She had crossed 
her country twice now, and flown over the Atlantic Ocean twice. She had a 
ten-year-old friend who was dying, and she had almost fallen in love with a 
handicapped boy. And she had fallen in love and promised herself to a boy 
who was a ballet dancer. For a moment she touched the broken coin necklace 
around her neck. 

Ashley kept all those things in mind, and put out of her mind the answers 
she had given to the questions back in December. She opened the booklet and 
began. 

* 


Describe yourself to a new friend in ten adjectives or less. 
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Liberty considered for a moment, and then began to write. Friendly, 
sociable, affectionate. This new, theoretical friend was not a street friend, she 
decided. Loyal, intelligent, creative. A little bit of physical stuff should be 
okay. Slender, healthy. Except the stomach, of course.  Jntuitive, 
determined. Yes, that one should come last, for emphasis. 

What Lyceum concept have you had the most trouble understanding? 

Shawn pondered the question for a long moment. He decided to be 
completely honest. I have had trouble separating the idea of a religious 
place from the idea of a church. It is getting easier, but I still have to work at 
it. 

What are your career goals at this time? 

Ashley knew her answer to this question had to go beyond gymnastics. 
But it wouldn’t be truthful not to start there. To develop my gymnastics skills 
from level seven to elite world-class. But where to after that? Suddenly she 
knew. To develop my coaching and leadership skills for athletic events and 
the Special Olympics. Anything else? Oh, yes! To learn to interpret French 
better, and learn other languages too. 

# 

Liberty would have chosen Brother Timoteo for her final interview, but 
since he had flown to Los Angeles the day before to attend a United Nations 
conference, she was torn between Brother Ben and Sister Joan. But Joan was 
teamed with Brother Randy Robert for the interviews, and people who 
finished before Liberty were keeping them busy. That left Brother Ben, the 
swim coach. 

He read through her self-evaluation booklet and her comprehensive 
personal resume. 

“How do you feel now about your conflict with Sister Sarah?” 

Part of her had hoped he didn’t know about that. “I learned a lot.” That’s 
not enough, Liberty, and you know it. “I learned a lot about some bad habits 
I picked up on the streets, and how those habits have no place at Lyceum, or 
in anything I’m doing for Lyceum.” 

Brother Ben was aware that Liberty had not actually answered his 
question, which was specifically how she felt about what had happened. But 
he figured she had come as close as she could at that point in her life. 
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“Do you want to develop your skills with horses?” he went on. 

“Some. That would probably be good for me. I’ve never even ridden. But 
only as a hobby on the side. Mostly I want to learn to be a pilot.” 

“T like your language choice. Do you think you want to go on baking?” 

“Yeah, I really like it. I had to learn not to drink coffee and eat pastries all 
morning — my stomach couldn’t take it.” 

Brother Ben smiled. After several more questions, they shook hands. She 
had almost an hour before the closing session, so she went to find a patch of 
cool grass where she could stretch out her insides and look up at the passing 
clouds... or maybe even close her eyes for a few minutes. 

* 

Shawn was torn between Sister Maria and Brother Howard. Finally, 
reminding himself that if he became a member he could get to know the sweet 
and very religious lady in other activities, he asked the blind man to do his 
final interview. 

“T understand you had an interesting trip across the country.” 

“Yes. I got to know several non-resident members.” 

“How have you liked the morning worship and reflection times?” 

The three morning services Shawn had attended had caused him a myriad 
of thoughts and feelings. None of them had been led by persons of the church 
he was used to. Only one of them had been clearly Christian. But he had to 
admit, all of them had been, in some way, worshipful and reflective. 

“Um, even though they were done in ways I’m not used to, I liked them. 
As I understand it, they’re the key to Lyceum members being tolerant of the 
many different religions that do things here.” 

Brother Howard was thoughtful for a moment. “How do you think the 
situation between you and your father would effect your life at Lyceum?” 

Wow. They don’t beat around the bush, do they? As he searched for 
words, Shawn could feel himself shaking inside. “Um... all that stuff is still 
very hard to talk about. But I know I’m grown up now, enough to make my 
own decisions. I think I can learn more about Jesus and our Father in heaven 
here at Lyceum than... anywhere else I might go right now. I know for sure I 
want to learn how to do all kinds of good service work. And I’m not going to 
let any problems I have with my family effect my responsibilities.” 
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Shawn breathed rapidly, almost gasping for air. He knew the answer he 
had just given could easily be the deciding factor. 

“Do you know which science lab you would most like to learn about?” 

Back to easy stuff — thank God! “Well... I guess I want to learn about all 
of them!” 

Brother Howard chuckled. 

“But I suppose if I have to choose, I should start at the beginning and learn 
about physics first.” 

“Physics is a good place to see how science and religion are starting to 
interact,” Brother Howard said. 

There were several more questions, none of which gave Shawn any 
trouble. Finally they shook hands, and Shawn used his free half hour to go 
into the Hall of Shrines and sit down at one where he had taken comfort 
several times before. 

* 

Ashley was one of the last ones to complete her self-evaluation booklet. 
She immediately approached Sister Rachael and Sister Sarah, who were doing 
interviews as a team, but had only had one other request. The gymnast and 
Lyceum’s youngest member smiled at each other. Suddenly Ashley 
remembered Sarah’s words at the conclusion of her first evaluation week. 

I know I'll be dancing with you someday! 

They entered one of the empty conference rooms and pulled chairs into a 
small triangle. Sister Rachael read Ashley's booklet and Sarah read her 
resume, and then they switched. 

“Have you had a chance to watch Brother Ted’s disk?” Sister Rachael 
asked. 

“Yeah, twice now. I don’t understand much of it yet, but ’m going to keep 
watching it until I do.” 

“There are many things he said that I don’t understand either,” Rachael 
said. “What have you learned since your first evaluation week at Lyceum?” 

Asking that question was like opening a floodgate, as Ashley felt 
completely comfortable with the two members facing her. She launched into 
a narrative that retold all her trials and tribulations at the Rapid City 
Convalescent Center, including getting to know Jenny, and about events at the 
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Pine Street Group Home and the South Dakota Special Olympics, including a 
brief description of what happened with Chad. Then came her adventures in 
New York City and Europe, with a special emphasis on meeting and falling in 
love with Tim. All through the narrative, she remembered to put things in 
terms of the question she had been asked, ever emphasizing what she had 
learned from each experience. 

Finally she paused, and wondering if she had been thorough enough, 
started to tell of her experiences on the bus and train. But Sister Rachael 
raised a hand. 

“The closing session starts in just a couple of minutes, and I wanted to give 
Sarah a chance to ask questions.” 

Sarah looked at a little notebook she was carrying. “Um, if you became a 
Lyceum member, and a visitor came up to you and asked what you did here, 
which they do all the time, what would you say?” 

Ashley had never expected such a hard question from Sarah. She found it 
much harder than Rachael’s question. But she felt ready for it... and knew she 
would not have been last December. 

“Gosh... well, um... ’d say that I was a member of Lyceum, and if they 
needed anything, I’d be glad to help. I’d say that I did my share of the chores 
and other simple work, and that I took college level classes to learn about all 
kinds of things. I’d say I spoke French, and interpreted for people whenever it 
was needed, and whenever I didn’t have other responsibilities, I studied 
gymnastics and dance.” 

As neither member had further questions, they all stood and Ashley shook 
hands with Sister Rachael and embraced Sarah. Together the trio hurried 
back to the conference room. 

* 

Everyone listened to Sister Joan describe the timetable the evaluation 
team would use in making their decisions and notifying the prospective 
members. Liberty was glad she would get to see her father and Mr. Neils 
again, and she even looked forward to feeding and brushing the horses. 
Ashley’s excitement about the prospect of another train trip was minimal, but 
she knew it was necessary, and she looked forward to seeing her parents, 
Julie, and Jenny. Shawn already knew he would be able to stay at Lyceum 
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until the decision was made. 

Each prospective member received their envelope and checked the 
personal information and travel plans printed thereon for accuracy. Both 
Liberty and Ashley were surprised to find that their travel plans were blank. 
Brother Randy Robert was explaining their Certificates of Completion, meal 
coupons, and fifty dollar gift certificates. Both girls realized they had enough 
meal coupons to take them through Monday morning. They were confused. 
Ashley knew she had a train reservation that evening, and Liberty figured she 
would be hopping on a plane the following day at the latest. 

The facilitator began listing the departure times for the members of the 
group, starting that evening, and going all the way to early Monday morning. 
Neither Liberty nor Ashley heard their names in any of the lists. 

“Ashley and Liberty, your travel plans have been changed. Talk to me after 
the session,” Brother Randy Robert said, hardly satisfying their curiosity. 
“Shawn, your situation has been taken into account. See me after the session 
also.” 

After the remaining topics had been covered and a few last minute 
questions answered, the session ended so that everyone could freshen up for 
the banquet that evening. The three youth hung around, two of them still very 
mystified. Brother Randy Robert busied himself with the book and supply 
cabinet and other tasks. Liberty got the distinct impression he was waiting for 
all of the adult prospective members to leave. At last they did. 

“Shawn, as you and Brother Jacob discussed, you are welcome to stay at 
Lyceum for the next few weeks no matter what happens. The entire 
evaluation team would like to meet with you Monday at nine a.m. You should 
move into a single room sometime tomorrow.” 

“Thank you,” Shawn said. “I really appreciate that.” 

“Liberty, Sister Nancy spoke with your father two days ago. He’s in 
Europe right now, so your travel plans will be left open for at least a few days. 
You're already in a single, aren’t you?” 

“Yes, in Terrabithia.” 

“Good. The evaluation team wants to meet with you Monday at 9:30.” 

“Okay,” she said, still not completely enlightened. 

“Ashley, Sister Heather spoke to your parents today, and they agreed to 
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leave your travel plans open until you meet with the team on Monday at ten 
o’clock. You also will need to move into a single tomorrow.” 

“Sure!” Ashley said, glad for even a couple of extra days at Lyceum, and 
knowing she was now free to use at least one of them to visit the gym. 

While they had been talking, Sister Joan had finished cleaning up the 
room of all the papers and snack wrappers left by the group. She and Brother 
Randy Robert pushed the book cabinet out the door for the last time until the 
following December, leaving the three youth alone. 

“So... what are you guys doing tomorrow?” Liberty asked to break the 
silence. 

“I’m going to the service, and then I want to spend the afternoon in the 
gym, and try not to even think about Monday until Monday morning.” 

“Good idea,” Shawn said. “Let’s enjoy the time we have in this special 
place. But I have to admit, I have a very good feeling about it all.” 

“Well, at least my stomach is starting to relax. Is the banquet any good, 
Ashley?” 

“Excellent. Totally trashes my training diet. Shall we go?” 

“Let’s see who can shower, change, and get to the Dining Hall first!” 
Shawn challenged. 

“Me!” Liberty said, and they all three dashed for the door. 

* 

The three youth all arrived at the banquet room, nicely dressed, at close 
enough to the same time that they considered it a tie. They entered the room 
together. 

With the remaining prospective members, their contact persons, the 
members of the evaluation team, and a few others all present in the banquet 
room and all interested in having a good time after an intense week, the 
dinner party was quickly taking on a lively tone. 

“There’s our young ones!” Bob announced. 

“A toast!” Sister Patricia said from her wheelchair over the buzz of 
conversation. Everyone quieted to listen. “To the twenty-one brave people 
who put up with our ceaseless probing into their lives for a solid week, I offer 
heartfelt praise of their patience and commitment!” 

The three new arrivals quickly grabbed cups of punch and raised them into 


Lyceum Quest 469 


the air along with everyone else. 

“And in appreciation of the hospitality shown us by all the good people at 
Lyceum,” Aaron said, glass raised, “as we attempted to show that we were 
worthy of the great honor of membership in this distinguished place, I offer 
my thanks and a humble toast.” 

“Yes!” 

“For sure!” 

“Absolutely!” 

Everyone consummated the toast. 

The general laughing and talking resumed, and Liberty had a chance to 
survey the room. It would have been almost elegant even if it were empty, but 
with added streamers, balloons, flowers, and each of the three serving tables a 
cornucopia of delights from all over the world, it was truly magnificent even to 
her metropolitan tastes. Everyone was nicely dressed, some even formally 
attired, and even though the gnawing question of acceptance still lay ahead for 
the twenty-one, enough of the pressure was off to allow them all to feel 
relieved and at ease. 

“Liberty!” Brenda said from across the room and headed in her direction, 
an hors d’oeuvre in hand. “I’m so glad you made it through the week! And I 
hear you have an interview with the team Monday morning.” 

“Yeah,” Liberty acknowledged, selecting a canape from a nearby tray. “Is 
that good?” 

Brenda spoke much more quietly. “Let’s just say that I’ve never heard of 
the evaluation team having a special meeting with someone they didn’t 
accept.” 

Liberty’s eyes became big. “Are you sure?” 

“Not entirely. I’m gambling a little. But sometimes you have to gamble in 
life, wouldn’t you agree?” 

Liberty smiled. She would indeed agree with that statement. And she was 
grateful for Brenda’s gamble, as it boosted her spirits just that little bit extra 
she needed to completely enjoy the occasion. 

People were beginning to sit down at the tables, and the servers were 
preparing to distribute the salads. Shawn found himself comfortably 
ensconced in the company of Brother Jacob, Sister Sarah, and Sister Rachael, 
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and they all found seats together. He too was gambling in a sense, trusting 
that the profound feelings of happiness and belonging that he was 
experiencing would result in some kind of good outcome, even if it wasn’t one 
he could predict at that moment. On his right hand was the friend and little 
sister he had never had at home, and on his left a kindly, supportive father 
image who had not come into his life until he was sixteen years old, and whom 
he had not even met until age eighteen. As he savored his delicate salad of ten 
or twelve different greens and other vegetables, lightly dressed with a slightly 
fruity vinaigrette, he pondered the mystery of why his life was unfolding as it 
was... instead of how his father would have wanted it to unfold. 

Ashley, Tabitha, Karen, Sister Heather, and the elite gymnastics coach 
Brother Faelan had clustered around one end of a table. Ashley was feeling 
unexpectedly relaxed, now that she didn’t have to catch a train soon after the 
banquet. She completely intended to stay at the dinner party until the last bit 
of food and drink had been put away, until the last decoration had been taken 
down, until the last person had left. But at the same time, she felt no desire to 
overeat, like she had done at the end of her first evaluation week. She had 
taken her time with her salad, and that finished, felt quite full enough and just 
wanted to try little bites of the main dish options. Luckily the person serving 
their table had previously encountered the eating habits of gymnasts in 
training, and was able to create plates that were just right for the three girls. 

The tender halibut filet, lightly covered in a tangy hollandaise and 
sprinkled with perfectly toasted sliced almonds, commanded almost universal 
praise. The succulent scaloppines of chicken breast, breaded and layered with 
Swiss cheese and spinach, also generated a fanatical loyalty. Finally, the 
lightly marinated prime rib, served with fresh creamed horseradish sauce and 
a rich au jus, caused an equal sensation. There were few people in the room 
who didn’t try at least a small serving of each. 

Ashley felt for the three prospective members who had to leave soon after 
six o'clock to catch the van. She had once been in their shoes. But she 
couldn’t do anything about it, and soon returned to talking and giggling with 
Tabitha and Karen. Already she thought of them as her team mates, hoping 
beyond all hope that she was interpreting Brother Ted’s words correctly when 
he had seemed to imply that she would have been accepted the first time 
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except for his insistence that she have some additional experiences first. And 
she had an almost constant silent prayer running through her heart that Sister 
Sarah had known something when she had predicted they would dance 
together someday. 

There were desserts of many descriptions, and a portable fountain rolled 
into the room to make sundaes and floats for ice cream aficionados. There 
were more toasts and appreciations shared, addresses and phone numbers 
exchanged by persons who didn’t know if they would ever see each other 
again, and invitations to visit if anyone was ever in the proper local... unless of 
course the inviter became a resident member of Lyceum. 

All three youth did stay until the very end, when little was left but a nearly 
empty punch bowl, a few carrot sticks, and a quarter of a peanut butter pie of 
Brenda’s making. At about 7:30 the Lyceum members who were working in 
the Dining Hall that evening began to clean up. The three looked at each 
other. 

“Tt’ll help us to settle our stomachs!” Liberty said, and they all joined in the 
clean-up effort, to the delight of the members on duty. 

* 

Sunday was a day of relaxing and waiting. To one degree or another, all 
three wished they could speed the arrival of that moment in time when they 
would know if they had been accepted or not, and could then get on with life, 
either at Lyceum or elsewhere. But at the same time, all three wanted to 
linger as long as possible, savoring the sights and sounds of the place, in case 
they were not accepted. 

Liberty and Brenda went to the morning worship and reflection time, and 
then had a light breakfast together, talking about the fun they had had 
together exploring the campus and baking, but not quite daring to talk about 
the fun they yet wanted to have together. Brenda did not have any 
responsibilities in the inspirational service that week, so they sat together. 
Again, Liberty was surprised that she enjoyed it. 

They packed a picnic lunch and went for a long walk in the woods, talking 
and laughing for hours about whatever came to mind. By mid-afternoon, they 
returned for a long swim and a soak in the Water Sports Pavilion’s hot pool. 
At the end of the day, Liberty was glad that several good movies were 
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scheduled. By the time she fell into bed shortly after midnight, she had seen 
all of two movies and most of a third. 
* 

With Tabitha’s assistance, Ashley located the Catholic mass in the Hall of 
Shrines. Brother Randy Robert was there, and about thirty other members. 
The priest was from a parish in Portland, and he invited Ashley to stop by if 
she ever had time or any need and was in the city. 

Tabitha danced in the inspirational service, and then they had a late 
breakfast of fruit salads together. After that, Ashley took care of the necessary 
task of moving into a single Lodge room, and to her delight, Antelope was 
available. They were soon in the gym, and even though it saw considerable 
use on Sunday afternoons, they were always able to find a free mat or balance 
beam, climbing rope or vaulting horse. With only short breaks for 
refreshments, they remained in the gym until a movie was about to start at 
seven o’clock that Tabitha was dying to see. Ashley was happy to return the 
loyalty her companion had shown her, even though the movie was not one of 
her favorites. 

* 

Shawn was up very early Sunday morning, and Sarah found him in the 
South American Garden. They met Brother Jacob for breakfast, and the 
young man and the older man sat together at the inspirational service while 
Sarah joined her dance team. 

Guyon’s Cave was occupied, but the single Lodge room called Redwood felt 
very comfortable to Shawn, and he had soon settled in his few belongings. 

After eating lunch with Sarah, he spent the entire afternoon and evening 
wandering the gardens alone, seeking places for prayer and thought. He was 
very glad to find three different shrines that were both very comfortable and 
very secluded. He prayed long and fervently to know God’s will for him. 

When he finally wandered back to the main building complex at eight 
o’clock that evening, Sarah met him in the Main Lobby, and they ate a late 
dinner together. Although Shawn had not, while at prayer, received any great 
revelations worthy of canonization, he knew with all his heart that the right 


thing would happen the following day. 
* OK 
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Chapter 43: The Long-Awaited Decision 


Shawn and Brother Jacob were sitting in the lobby outside the conference 
room where the evaluation team was meeting when nine o’clock arrived on 
Monday morning. A couple of minutes later the door opened and Brother 
Howard stepped out. 

“Good morning, Shawn and Jacob. Come on in,” he said without quite 
looking directly at them. 

In the conference room, the ten members of the evaluation team were 
seated at four tables that formed a loose square, each with notebooks and files 
spread out before them. Everyone exchanged greetings, and Shawn and Jacob 
sat down in some empty chairs at the table closest to the door. Brother 
Howard sat near them. Shawn and Sarah flashed each other smiles. 

“We know the waiting was terrible,” Brother Howard said, “but we had to 
put this meeting off until the other prospective members had headed home.” 

Shawn could appreciate that need, but he wondered why the meeting 
could now take place when two other prospective members were still at 
Lyceum. “Oh, I didn’t mind,” he said. “Yesterday was the Lord’s day, and I 
had a lot of praying to do.” 

“Thank you for understanding and making good use of the time. The 
evaluation team is aware of your correspondence with Brother Jacob, and of 
how your father tried to force you to return home, which led to a number of 
non-resident Lyceum members shuttling you across the country.” 

“Td be glad to pay back that expense as soon as I am able...” 

Brother Howard cut him off with a finger to his lips. 
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“We were glad to be able to help, and you don’t owe us a thing. The team 
has also taken into account all of our observations of you during the sessions 
of the evaluation week you just completed, all of your test results, and a 
number of other observations and opinions.” 

“Your process is very thorough,” Shawn said, just looking for some polite 
words to say. His throat was dry. 

“Thank you. We are constantly trying to improve it. I have to tell you that 
we could not take into account the fact that you currently have no residence as 
we made our decision.” 

“T understand,” he said, his throat beginning to swell even as he spoke. 

“In your self-evaluation and final interview, you indicated that you were 
still interested in membership. We would now like to welcome you as a 
probationary member of Lyceum, Brother Shawn.” 

Shawn’s face slowly lit up with the biggest, happiest smile it could hold. 
He reached out and started shaking hands with Brother Howard, and the 
handshake became a clumsy embrace. Everyone in the room was smiling and 
clapping. As soon as Brother Howard let him go, he embraced Brother Jacob. 
Shawn felt closer to tears of joy than ever before. 

When he and Jacob separated, Sarah was standing before him. 

“Welcome, Brother Shawn!” 

He gently hugged the almost nine-year-old. “Thank you, Sister Sarah.” 
After a moment they parted. He stood alone now and faced the evaluation 
team and his contact person. 

“I am deeply honored to be a member of Lyceum. I will do everything I 
can to always remain worthy of that honor.” 

At that moment the door opened and a lady entered. 

“Is my timing okay?” she asked. 

“Perfect,” Howard said. 

“Shawn, I’m Sister Leonora. I'll help you get your records and files all set 
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up. 
“We have a request,” Brother Howard said. “Out of courtesy to your 
friends Liberty and Ashley, if you see either before we meet with them, please 
don’t say a thing. Let each of them complete this process for themselves.” 
“I promise!” Shawn said with a grin. 
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He spent the next few minutes shaking hands and sharing embraces with 
all the members of the evaluation team. Finally, at about 9:20, he left with 
Sister Leonora. On their way to the Main Lobby they passed Sister Nancy, 
Brenda, and Liberty. He just waved, but he knew he was still grinning from 
ear to ear, and couldn’t have done otherwise if he had tried. 

He and Leonora entered the Main Office behind the Information Center. 
It was one of many rooms at Lyceum he had not yet seen. All manner of desks 
and work tables, office machines and computers, record cabinets and book 
shelves filled the room, but with plenty of open space and a small lounge so 
that it didn’t at all feel crowded. They sat down at a desk with a sign that said 
Membership Records. On the desk was a computer console and some other 
small machines that Shawn didn’t recognize. 

“We'll start with your computer file. It will take a few days to get all your 
paperwork in order. This first area of your file is public information. Anyone 
in the world can see this stuff, without any password at all, so most members 
don’t put very much in there. It includes the name by which you are known at 
Lyceum, which can be your first name, your middle name, both, or a 
nickname. It should be unique. If we have any other member named Shawn, 
even if it’s spelled differently, then you'll have to add something or use 
something else. Now in order to enter or change your name or any other 
information, you'll have to choose a password, which lets you, and only you, 
into the private areas of your files...” 

* 

When Liberty, walking with her companion and her contact person toward 
the meeting with the evaluation team, passed Shawn in the corridor, she saw 
the grin on his face, and could only think of one reason that grin would be 
there. She was happy for him, but could feel two distinct reactions inside 
herself. The one she liked the most, the one that had been in control ever 
since successfully getting through the role play session, said, Relax, be calm 
and collected, let your stomach stay loose, everything is okay, if they accept 
you fine, if not something even better will come along. 

But there was another voice inside her, not in control but definitely 
making itself known, that said, You blew it already, you blew it when you 
bad-mouthed that brat Sarah, you blew it when you went out on the streets 
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of Philly, you blew it when you cut classes at all those schools, you blew it 
when you were born, and all the rest of this, all these chances you’ve had 
have just been a farce, a cruel joke. 

She told that other voice to go away. She didn’t need it. After sitting down 
in the lobby, she took a deep breath, and let the feelings of the first voice fill 
her entire body, her entire mind... her entire spirit. That surprised her, that 
she would even conceive of herself as having a spirit. What would happen, 
she wondered, if she let that spirit guide her right now? 

Spirit, please stay with that first voice. Tell that other voice to go to Hell. 

Eyes still closed, she laughed out loud at the doubly appropriate meaning 
of Hell in her thoughts. Her friends looked at her, but seeing that her eyes 
were closed, didn’t interrupt. 

Please, Spirit of mine, stay with that first voice. At least that gives me a 
chance... 

No problem. 

Her eyes snapped open. She had heard those two words as clearly as if 
someone near had spoken them, but she also knew it hadn’t been either 
Nancy’s or Brenda’s voice. She could feel her heart racing, then slowing as she 
breathed deeply and got used to the idea that something... someone... had 
responded to her plea. 

A few minutes later the door to the conference room opened and Brother 
Ben looked out. 

“Come on in, ladies.” 

Greetings were exchanged. Liberty saw that there was a smile on Sarah’s 
face. Brother Ben sat near and spoke, occasionally referring to his note pad. 

“Liberty, the evaluation team knows of your correspondence with Sister 
Nancy, and about the little conflict you had with Sister Sarah before the 
evaluation week started. We have seen you learn to talk about and deal with 
some habits you learned on the streets. We know about the baking and other 
chores you did with Sister Brenda, and about the trouble you’ve had with your 
stomach and your efforts to deal with it. The one thing that does not form any 
part of our decision is the fact that your father is a U.S. senator.” 

“T wouldn’t want it to. I know I have to stand on my own two feet,” she 
said. 
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“Good. You wrote in your self-evaluation, and you told me on Saturday 
that you still wanted to be a member of Lyceum.” 

“Yes,” Liberty said, her heart in her throat. 

“Welcome, Sister Liberty!” he said, smiling. 

Her mouth and eyes opened wide. “You mean I made it?” 

“You certainly did! As with all new members, you will be re-evaluated 
after one year.” 

“HOT DAMN!” she said, jumping up and immediately exchanging hugs 
and handshakes with everyone in the room. Her face contained the biggest 
smile it had ever held as she thanked each person. Eventually she came to 
Sarah. 

“Welcome, Sister!” Sarah said, grinning. 

“Thank you!” Liberty said. They embraced. “Thank you for not letting me 
get away with stupid things.” 

“T do stupid things too sometimes,” Sarah said. 

A few minutes later Liberty was informed that her father would be on a 
video SatLink from Moscow at exactly ten o’clock. Liberty danced around the 
room with excitement and couldn’t wait to tell him. 

As ten o’clock neared, Liberty, Brenda, and Nancy got comfortable in a 
telecommunications booth and Nancy initiated the SatLink. Liberty could 
imagine, somewhere far overhead, the video signal being received by the 
North American Orbital Telecommunications Platform, then the North 
Atlantic Platform, then the European Platform, and finally by a ground station 
in Moscow. The image of a nice office came onto the screen, and a moment 
later her father sat down. 

“Hi, Liberty! Any news?” he said. 

“Hi Dad! I did it! I got accepted!” 

“Well, well! That is really fantastic! I’d take you out to dinner, but you'll 
have to take a rain check until I get back to your side of the world!” 

“That’s okay. One thing I realized when you were here is that we all have 
to do what we have to do. You can’t sit around daddying me all the time. I 
have to live my own life. And I want to be strong, and smart, like you, and... 
you know... world-class!” 

He laughed. “If you are anything, Liberty, it is strong and smart. And it 
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looks like you’re working on the ‘world-class’ now too.” 

After father and daughter talked awhile longer, Sister Nancy described to 
the senator several more items of paperwork that she was sending to him. To 
Liberty’s relief, he had no problem with any of them, and promised to get 
them signed and notarized as soon as he got home... 

* 

Ashley had risen early that day, meeting Tabitha in the gym and getting a 
good conditioning workout and some tumbling practice before breakfast. 
Now she had on her best clothes and was breathing deeply but slowly to keep 
herself from trembling too much as she waited with Tabitha and Sister 
Heather in the lobby. 

The door opened. Sister Rachael invited them in. 

Inside the conference room, Sarah was trying to keep a straight face, but 
wasn't doing a very good job. 

“Ashley,” Sister Rachael began, “the evaluation team has reviewed all your 
records from your first evaluation week, including all your letters to Sister 
Heather, both before your first visit, and between your visits. We have looked 
at the fruits of your two volunteer assignments and your educational 
assignment, and we have seen you deal with the passing away of Brother Ted, 
who had a key part to play in the course of these events, as you know.” 

“I miss him,” Ashley said. 

“We all do. I must say that Sarah and I especially, since we served on both 
evaluation teams, have seen you change, and grow, and deepen your sense of 
who you are and what your goals in life are. Two days ago you told me you 
still wanted to be a member of Lyceum, even after going through evaluation 
twice, and you said you'd do it a third time if necessary.” 

Everyone in the room chuckled. 

“Ts that still true?” 

“Oh, yes!” Ashley said, with all the courage she had ever put into anything. 

“Well, the third time won’t be necessary. We would like to welcome you as 
a trial member of Lyceum, Sister Ashley!” 

It took about a half second to soak in. Then Ashley shot several feet 
straight into the air, revealing her athletic abilities even though she was 
wearing a dress. 
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“WHOOPEE!” she yelled. 

Ashley literally bounced around the room shaking hands and hugging 
people. Never before had they seen so much excitement in so short and small 
a girl. It was many minutes before she settled down enough to hear Sister 
Heather trying to tell her that her parents had arranged to be at a televideo in 
five minutes. 

“Thank you!” she said before leaving the room. “Thank you, all of you! I 
will never, ever let you down!” 

Ashley and Tabitha practically did handsprings all the way to and across 
the Main Lobby, and would have if they had been in leotards. Sister Heather 
had a hard time keeping up. She steered them into a video booth before they 
caused too much of a scene. 

The two girls bounced up and down in their chairs as Sister Heather 
tapped in the number that Ashley’s father had given her two days before. The 
living room of a family friend appeared on the screen, and there were her 
parents sitting on the couch. 

“Hi Mom! Hi Dad! I’ve been accepted! I’m so excited! Thanks for letting 
me stay for the weekend! Now I can start my training again, INCLUDING 
elite levels, and I can keep learning French, and I’m gonna take lots of history 
classes! Did you know I get college credit for all the classes here? And I'll be 
working on my G.E.D., and there are TWO dance classes I want to take...” 

* 

By noon, Shawn had almost completed setting up his computer 
membership files with Sister Leonora, but Liberty and Ashley had barely 
gotten started. Both Shawn and Liberty chose to be identified by their first 
names alone, but Ashley found there was another Sister Ashley who was not 
currently a resident. She added her middle name. 

Together with their contact persons and friends, they joined the nearly 
four hundred other members in the Dining Hall for lunch. As soon as 
everyone was settled, the announcer that day, Sister Maggie, stood and 
addressed the assembly. 

“Brothers and Sisters, I would like to introduce to you three new members 
of Lyceum. Will Brother Shawn, Sister Liberty, and Sister Ashley Marie 
please stand?” 
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* 


Shawn had begun his journey to Lyceum more than two weeks before 
when he had accepted Brother Jacob’s offer of a ride out of Greenville, and 
then all the way across the country. But in a very real sense, his journey had 
begun more than a year and a half before when he had first glimpsed the 
Welcome Center in the pouring rain, seen the Main Lobby and the Lyceum 
Lodge, and read part of the Visitor’s Guidebook. It had taken that year and a 
half to clarify for himself who he was, what he believed, and what he wanted 
to do, as opposed to what others had in mind for him. 

Ashley had known that Lyceum was the place for her from the moment she 
had received the first packet of literature. In a sense she had begun her 
journey to Lyceum when she had taken her first gymnastics lesson many years 
before, but those lessons had not completely prepared her for membership. It 
had taken two trips to Oregon, months at the Rapid City Convalescent Center 
and the Pine Street Group Home, and the learning of a new language on a 
different continent to complete her preparations. 

Liberty could trace her journey to Lyceum from the day, back in 
kindergarten, when she had first skipped school to explore the city streets and 
alleys and read the book she had found in a trash can. She had continued her 
journey when she had accepted her father’s offer to live at the Buchanan 
country house, but a year there had been barely enough. She owed much to 
Mr. Neils for contacting Lyceum and teaching her patience, and Sister Nancy 
for corresponding with her and asking her all those hard questions, and 
Brenda for making her feel welcome and accepted... and Sarah for showing 
her that Lyceum was not a place to bring just any old bad habit or weakness. 


As soon as the three young people stood, all with big smiles on their faces, 
a roar of applause filled the room, punctuated with cheers and whistles. 
Never, for the rest of their lives, would any of the three forget that day and 
that moment. It symbolized the beginning of the happiest, and most 
challenging, time that any of them would ever see. 

In a sense it also symbolized the beginning of one of the most challenging 
times in human history. 
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